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Introduction 
 
In the 366
th
 dream song, John Berryman writes: “These Songs are not meant to be 
understood, you understand. / They are only meant to terrify & comfort.” The Dream Songs, 
published in full in 1969, is a long poem encompassing two volumes: 77 Dream Songs, 
published in 1965, and His Toy, His Dream, His Rest, published in 1968. The definitive work of 
poet John Berryman, the two volumes are critically acclaimed, having won the Pulitzer Prize for 
Poetry in 1965 and the National Book Award in 1968. The Dream Songs concern the travails of 
the quasi-autobiographical protagonist Henry. The work’s idiosyncratic and despairing voice, 
coupled with its constant gallows humor and war against poetic convention, makes it unique and 
incomparable in modern poetry.  
Berryman initially envisioned the work as a “dream diary,” yet the finished collection 
suggests a spiritual manifesto. Through an immense catalog of cultural allusion to an array of 
disparate figures; including the Biblical Book of Job, Francisco de Goya, and William Butler 
Yeats; The Dream Songs show Berryman articulating a program for spiritual rebellion against 
God. The work is meant to “terrify” by showing the plight of a man—the speaker/protagonist 
Henry—seemingly tortured by God, while he attempts to fight that torture through the 
“programme for God” (presented in DS238), which is initially meant to “comfort.” 
Berryman’s poem incorporates a long heritage of spiritual discontent. Beginning with 
Job’s torture in the Biblical Old Testament, Berryman ponders the greatest artists and writers 
from Job onwards, building a case against a God whom he finds unjust and bureaucratic. He 
incorporates each allusion into his grand “programme” of spiritual freedom, using each previous 
writer (as well as Henry’s own immediate experience) as a precedent for his condemnation of the 
Almighty. Berryman does not deify these figures, nor do any of them provide strict models for 
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the theology of the work. Rather, they are measured, modified, and redacted as Berryman 
attempts to forge, as one of the epigraphs notes, “another method.” 
In this sense, The Dream Songs is neither the theodicy proposed by Christopher Ricks, 
nor is it the anti-theodicy proposed by Brendan Cooper (Ricks; Cooper 155). Instead, the poem is 
a direct condemnation of God’s justice, and the poem openly argues for rebellion against the 
traditional Christian paradigm of heaven and hell. The work takes further issue with other types 
of transcendentalism—especially that of Yeats—as Berryman criticizes humanity’s tendency to 
delude itself about the reality of worldly suffering. Berryman finds suffering meaningless, 
though he wishes it were not so (especially in DS385), and his spiritual project in The Dream 
Songs is to advocate a realistic and frank understanding of humanity’s inherent suffering state.  
In the early morning of June 25, 1926, John Allyn Smith Sr. shot himself in the chest 
outside his son’s bedroom window. Following the remarriage of his mother to John Angus 
Berryman a month later, the boy (born John Allyn Smith Jr.) took the last name of his new step-
father to become John Berryman (Mariani 11–12). The suicide of his father had an 
understandably massive impact upon Berryman. When the poet began psycho-analysis in late 
1954, he became obsessed with the event (repressed for almost thirty years) that represented his 
first true experience of suffering. In The Dream Songs, which appears to have been conceived as 
a result of Berryman’s psychoanalysis, the suicide of Berryman’s father is a pivotal leitmotif. It 
is addressed in numerous dream songs, and the spur of this suicide provokes Berryman’s poetic 
persona Henry to consider the suffering of all humanity throughout the work’s 385 songs. 
Catalyzed by the “primal scene” of his father’s suicide, Berryman’s Henry wages a war against 
traditional rationalizations of humanity’s suffering. 
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Throughout The Dream Songs, Henry’s spiritual state oscillates between freedom and 
divine repression. Each of these states is represented by recurring symbols and diction. DS1 
posits a new world full of sorrow and constriction, while it romanticizes past freedom: “once in a 
sycamore I was glad / all at the top, and I sang.” As 77 Dream Songs elaborates upon the 
“departure” of God’s love, Henry’s singing at the top of the sycamore remains the happiest 
moment in the first volume. The sycamore becomes a recurring symbol of stifled freedom, and 
when it is lost in DS57 (“I fell out of the tree”), the loss spurs the more antagonistic tone near the 
volume’s close (as seen in DS74–76). Similarly, the sycamore often appears when Henry 
exhibits intense longing to escape his troubles (DS328, 350).  
Conversely, divine repression is characterized as commercial and bureaucratic repression 
throughout His Toy, His Dream, His Rest. This is first intimated in DS17, in which Henry 
questions his relationship with God: “God’s Henry’s enemy. We’re in business…Why, / what 
business must be clear. / A cornering.” This is the first time that Berryman conflates commercial 
bureaucracy with divinity, intimating that Henry feels scammed or cornered. This antagonistic 
stance towards divine authority becomes a major motif in both volumes, with His Toy, His 
Dream, His Rest constantly using this deflationary language. To take three prominent examples, 
God is described as “produc[ing] snow” in DS174, as holding an “occupation” in DS256, and as 
holding a “presidency of / the widespread galaxies” in DS266. Berryman’s association of 
bureaucracy and divinity exposes God as autocratic and petty. Berryman states his feelings about 
government officials in a 1970 interview:  
From public officials we expect lies, and we get them in profusion. 
The protests are going to get worse and worse and worse for years. 
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Perhaps Sylvia Plath did the necessary thing by putting her head in 
the oven, not having to live with those lies. (Kostelanetz 344–345) 
If one links, as Berryman does, God with bureaucratic deceit, then the “necessary thing” is to 
rebel, whether via suicide (like Plath) or protest. Henry’s rebellion against divine bureaucracy is 
part of that “necessary thing” that frees one from the official stance of deceit.  
 This essay will be divided into five parts. It first discusses Berryman’s epigraphs in 
relation to the themes and message of the work and his thematic incorporation of the Biblical 
Book of Job in 77 Dream Songs, positing that the volume positions Henry’s spiritual 
development as a reaction to the Joban predicament. It then proceeds sequentially through His 
Toy, His Dream, His Rest to demonstrate Henry’s move toward rebellion and dissent.  
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Chapter 1: The Epigraphs to The Dream Songs 
 
 The two volumes that comprise the long poem The Dream Songs have distinct and 
separate purposes. Returning again to Berryman’s “thesis” for the project from DS366, the first 
volume is meant to “terrify,” while the second volume is initially meant to “comfort.” 77 Dream 
Songs, which encompasses the first seventy-seven songs, presents Henry’s plight as a result of 
God’s “departure.” The following volume, His Toy, His Dream, His Rest, presents Henry’s 
program to resolve this predicament and furthers the aforementioned spiritual rebellion. In a 
sense, the two volumes mirror traditional sonnet form, with 77 Dream Songs posing the problem 
as the “octave.” Following the “volta,” which occurs at DS77, His Toy, His Dream, His Rest acts 
as the sestet, shifting from moodiness and dread to a more active and involved program of 
spiritual dissent. This shift is heralded as early as the epigraphs to each volume.
1
 
 The dedicatory epigraph to 77 Dream Songs is intentionally obscure, as it halves a verse 
from Lamentations 3:57. The epigraph states “Thou drewest near in the day,” while omitting the 
rest of the verse: “…that I called upon thee: thou saidst, fear not.”  In its original context, the 
verse is a call for God’s intercession, which God answers with the statement “fear not.” 
However, Berryman stated that the “thou” in the epigraph does not refer to God as in 
Lamentations; instead, he connects it with Henry’s lust toward the woman in DS69 (Haffenden 
81). Yet the two figures (of God and woman) are not strictly distinct. Given Berryman’s later 
allusions to Augustine’s brand of erotic spirituality, it is not far-fetched to characterize Henry’s 
relationship to God in the first volume in terms of pent up sexual frustration (as seen in DS69: 
“nine words have not passed / between herself and Henry”). This epigraph renders the 
relationship between God and Henry as teasing. God seems to offer his love to Henry before 
                                                          
1
 Susan G. Berndt’s essay Berryman’s Baedeker: The Epigraphs to The Dream Songs presents an exhaustive 
discussion of all Berryman’s epigraphs. The discussion here is much indebted to her research. 
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leaving Henry to suffer. Henry’s spiritual frustration is then analogous to DS69’s sexual 
frustration, with God in the role of woman.   
Susan Berndt identifies the “thou” in this prefatory epigraph as alluding to either Kate 
Donohue (Berryman’s wife from 1961–1972) or novelist Saul Bellow, to whom 77 Dream Songs 
is dedicated. Berndt argues that Donohue and Bellow were crucial supporters in Berryman’s own 
personal crisis of faith, which the poem attributes to Henry.  She writes: “who supplied 
[Berryman] with comfort when he came to deal with this crisis of faith, then, is at least one area 
of significance to which the dedicatory epigraph refers” (Berndt 8). Thus, Berryman equates the 
past constancy of God in Lamentations with the current constancy of Donahue and Bellow 
during the writing of the poem. I share this reading, keeping in mind the Berrymanian penchant 
for dual meaning. It is possible, perhaps probable, that Berryman had both meanings in mind: the 
static constancy of his wife and friend during crisis as well as God’s lack of the same.  
The three epigraphs to 77 Dream Songs illuminate much of the poem’s universe, 
contextualizing and explaining Henry’s spiritual journey across the volume. Again, I rely upon 
Berndt’s analysis, as she discusses 77 Dream Songs’ three additional epigraphs: 
 ‘GO IN, BRACK MAN, DE DAY’S YO’ OWN.’ 
 …I AM THEIR MUSICK. 
   Lam. 3:63 
 BUT THERE IS ANOTHER METHOD. 
   Olive Schreiner 
Berndt identifies Berryman’s first epigraph as the epigraph to a book by Carl Wittke, Tambo and 
Bones: A History of the American Minstrel Stage (8). This places The Dream Songs firmly in the 
world of minstrelsy: “the disjunctive quality of [the two minstrel characters’] dialogue, 
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characteristic also of Henry’s monologues, lends humor and irony to the songs, and the blues of 
minstrel show music are echoed in Henry’s laments” (Berndt 29). Berryman’s use of minstrelsy 
tempers some of the solemnity of his intense philosophical query, but it also places Henry in the 
disadvantaged position of entertainer, “pried / open for all the world to see” (DS1).   
By connecting this epigraph with the succeeding epigraph, also from Lamentations, 
Berryman presents Henry as belonging to a dual culture of oppression. Berndt comments:  
Immediately, of course, one sees a connection between Hebrew 
history and Black history in the treatment these persecuted people 
have received at the hands of conquerors. One sees also the 
survival of both groups in spite of subjugation and humiliation. 
(15) 
Henry then occupies two worlds: the Jewish world of Lamentations and Job as well as the 
African-American culture of minstrelsy. Furthermore, the epigraph from Lamentations 3:63 
connects Henry again with both of these oppressed communities. Henry’s songs present him as 
an object of ridicule and mockery. This musical connection is obviously driven home by the title 
of the long poem. Even the title of His Toy, His Dream, His Rest refers to three successive songs 
from the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book: “A Toy,” “Giles Farnaby’s Dreame,” and “His Rest” 
(Bloom, John Berryman 54–55).2 This allusion links The Dream Songs to traditional English 
high culture, connecting these Jewish and African-American cultures with the Fitzwilliam 
Virginal Book’s status as a crucial artifact of the English Renaissance.  
 The final epigraph from South African writer Olive Schreiner (1855–1920), places 
Henry’s lament firmly in the realm of reality, rather than in the abstract realms of soul or spirit. 
                                                          
2
 The Fitzwilliam Virginal Book is a seventeenth-century English collection of music for harpsichord. It was likely 
compiled in order to preserve beloved and popular pieces of music from that era (“Fitzwilliam”). 
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Berndt locates the line among the opening lines of Schreiner’s novel, The Story of an African 
Farm (1883). She describes the themes of that novel as those of The Dream Songs:  
[The Schreiner epigraph] points to the metaphysical and 
philosophical content of The Dream Songs: Henry’s response to 
suffering, to the death of loved ones, and the agony of loss which 
follows. The epigraph also reveals Berryman’s method for 
conveying the content of his poem: in a panorama of Henry’s 
mental life, among the familiar scenes of his life, focusing on the 
experiences which have marked him. 77 Dream Songs “makes 
visible,” to use Berryman’s own words, the reality of his life, not 
of the soul’s life, nor of a reality beyond life. (29) 
Berndt makes a compelling argument for The Dream Songs as a document of reality, as a 
portrayal of twentieth-century suffering viewed through the idiosyncratic life of Henry. Henry’s 
“other method” then is to accept the cruel facts of reality. 
 The epigraphs to His Toy, His Dream, His Rest indicate a frustrated and fearful Henry. 
The first two epigraphs, from explorer Sir Francis Chichester (1901–1972) and Major General 
Charles George Gordon (1833–1885), both allude to the fear implicit in large undertakings: 
NO INTERESTING PROJECT CAN BE EMBARKED UPON WITHOUT 
FEAR. I SHALL BE SCARED TO DEATH HALF THE TIME. 
—Sir Francis Chichester in Sydney 
FOR MY PART I AM ALWAYS FRIGHTENED, AND VERY MUCH SO. I 
FEAR THE FUTURE OF ALL ENGAGEMENTS. 
 —Gordon in Khartoum 
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Berryman clearly links these men’s projects (to circumnavigate the globe and unsuccessfully 
defend a Sudanese city against rebel siege, respectively) to the project of The Dream Songs, or 
rather to the specific project of His Toy, His Dream, His Rest. The epic scope of these worldly 
endeavors lends Henry’s “programme for God” a grandiose nature, while emphasizing the fear 
that inevitably colors such an undertaking. Berndt connects this fear with the “thesis” for the 
project in DS366: “intellectualizing will be of no avail in coping with the songs. And, on the 
other hand, if the songs succeed in terrifying and comforting, they may accomplish a kind of 
catharsis of the fear endangered” (31). This seems questionable in light of Henry’s resignation in 
DS385 (to be addressed in this essay’s conclusion). While comprehension is certainly far from 
Berryman’s chief concern, The Dream Songs offers few moments of catharsis for Henry.3 
The second two epigraphs have a more reflective nature: 
I AM PICKT UP AND SORTED TO A PIP. MY IMAGINATION IS A 
MONASTERY AND I AM ITS MONK. 
   —Keats to Shelley 
HE WENT AWAY AND NEVER SAID GOODBYE. 
I COULD READ HIS LETTERS BUT I SURE CAN’T READ HIS MIND. 
I THOUGHT HE’S LOVIN ME BUT HE WAS LEAVIN ALL THE TIME. 
NOW I KNOW THAT MY TRUE LOVE WAS BLIND. 
 —Victoria Spivey? 
Keats’s comment appears in a letter of August 20, 1820. In the same letter, Keats states: “A 
modern work, it is said, must have a purpose, which may be the God. An artist must serve 
Mammon; he must have ‘self-concentration’ —selfishness, perhaps” (Keats, Letter to Shelley). 
Keats advocates unwavering devotion to one’s work, despite the personal or societal costs. The 
                                                          
3
 One of these few moments of catharsis will be discussed in more depth with respect to DS384. 
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allusion to “God” explains Berryman’s attraction to this epigraph. It distinguishes this volume 
from 77 Dream Songs, the epigraph to which suggests a longing for some sort of divine 
intervention or reassurance. Instead, the poet here is intensely individual and longing for freedom 
from oppressive spiritual forces. But Keats’ advocacy of the imagination seems out of tune with 
Berryman’s insistence upon reality (or “What Is” from DS334). Keats’ epigraph instead suggests 
that Henry is not writing for all peoples, as Gary Arpin argues (“I am their musick”). Henry’s 
figure is Joban, meaning that this suffering is his alone and not representative of twentieth-
century reality. This Joban Henry is further adumbrated by the seemingly contradictory message 
of the Keats and the Schreiner epigraphs.  
This feeling of divine persecution is driven home by the Victoria Spivey blues lyrics 
(coming from Perry Bradford’s “Crazy Blues”), which comprise the last epigraph (Berndt 31). 
The “he” in this epigraph can be read as God, with the speaker’s “blind” love towards Him going 
unfulfilled and unrequited. Berndt takes a different view, emphasizing this last epigraph as 
indicative of Berryman’s entire exercise: to sing a “crazy blues” as a “lament of a distraught 
lover” over a “lunatic world” (32). However, Berndt fails to include a more literal discussion of 
the personages of the epigraph, in which God (or “he”) is faulted for leaving and allowing said 
“lunatic world” to persist. 
Each of The Dream Songs’ epigraphs provides insight into the work’s major conflict: the 
battle between Henry and God. Henry, unsatisfied with his seemingly meaningless persecution, 
rebels against divine disorder. Naturally, confronting the injustice of God is a daunting task, and 
the epigraphs demonstrate Berryman’s ambition in The Dream Songs while also providing a 
dense and allusive framework for Henry’s struggle. The work’s opening sets up Henry’s task for 
him, and the first volume shows Henry’s realization of his coming struggle.  
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Chapter 2: 77 Dream Songs and Henry as Joban Figure 
 
 77 Dream Songs, the first of two volumes that make up The Dream Songs proper, is 
perhaps more difficult than its counterpart. Yet it serves a vital purpose in the long poem, 
introducing the cast of characters as well as the poem’s unifying persona in Henry. Henry’s 
spiritual plight is the primary arc of 77 Dream Songs: his progression from tortured Job to divine 
dissident. Henry’s relation to Job is described well by Gary Arpin (though Arpin refers to 
Jeremiah): “the two poets live in the same world, although they face each other across a gap 
centuries wide” (“I am their musick” 2). Henry’s thought begins in uncertainty, as the early 
songs demonstrate Henry’s confusion and utter despair over his situation. In DS29, Henry begins 
to reject the divine paradigm of sin and grace. Overall, 77 Dream Songs depicts Henry as a self-
aware Job: Henry feels increasingly persecuted by God and increasingly frustrated by the 
meaninglessness of his suffering. 
 The Book of Job is the most direct confrontation of divine justice in the Bible. God levels 
the “perfect and upright” Job with suffering in order to prove the importance of piety. 
Throughout the book, Job complains about his state and debates the purpose of his suffering in 
lengthy discourses with assorted interlocutors. Berryman studied Job at length. In 1936, it 
provided a spur for Berryman’s religious realization that “there was no justice anywhere […] ‘no 
compensation here and nothing beyond’” (Mariani 66). In 1954, Berryman attempted to learn 
Hebrew in order to work on a translation of Job, and Job featured in Berryman’s 1955 syllabi at 
the University of Minnesota (Mariani 276, 300). It was also around this time that Berryman 
began work on the project that would become The Dream Songs. 
 DS1 presents the Joban paradigm of The Dream Songs. As Brendan Cooper has shown, 
DS1’s first line alludes to Homer’s Iliad, but Berryman’s manuscripts also connect the opening 
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line to Job.  Cooper notes that under the second half of the line, “Huffy Henry hid the day,” 
Berryman wrote “Job – war w. God; suffering” (127). As this suggests, Henry’s hiding in line 1 
suggests a Joban plea to God: “Only do not two things unto me: then will I not hide myself from 
thee” (Job 13:20). Job never hides himself from God; he merely threatens to do so. But Henry 
has hid himself, rejecting Joban submission. Henry’s hiding is an escape attempt away from the 
divine agent acting upon him. In interviews, Berryman connected the lines that follow to his 
father’s suicide, to his departmental difficulties at the University of Minnesota, and to the 
departure from the womb at birth (Haffenden 81). Yet all of these deplorable circumstances are, 
presumably, wrought by God. DS1 wastes no time in reckoning with the idea that God 
orchestrates the malign developments in Henry’s life, and that God is accordingly to blame. 
 The second stanza of DS1 further explains Henry’s situation. Much like Job’s riches 
before his divine torture, Henry’s world seems “like a woolen lover” before the “departure.” This 
“departure” also has Joban roots, alluding to a comment made by Zophar the Naamathite (one of 
Job’s comforters): “The increase of [man’s] house shall depart, and his goods shall flow away in 
the day of [God’s] wrath” (Job 20:28). Like Job, Henry’s livelihood (the aforementioned UMN 
departmental strife) and family (the death of his father) are sabotaged by God. Additionally, God 
makes an example of Henry, as Henry is “pried / open for all the world to see.” This again 
parallels Job, recalling Satan’s challenge to God:  
Then Satan answered the LORD, and said, Doth Job fear God for 
nought? Hast not thou made an hedge about him, and about his 
house, and about all that he hath on every side? Thou hast blessed 
the work of his hands, and his substance is increased in the land. 
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But put forth thine hand now, and touch all that he hath, and he 
will curse thee to thy face. (Job 1: 9–11)  
God responds by using Job to demonstrate the virtue of piety, “prying him open for the world to 
see.” 
 The final stanza of DS1 then shifts from Henry’s plight to the lamentable state of the 
world. There are two descriptions of Henry’s expression here: “what he has now to say” (a 
description of his torment) and his singing at the top of the sycamore. Henry appears to wish that 
his expression were positive, yet he knows that the description will be tough for the world to 
understand or comprehend (likely because he does not quite comprehend it himself). So before 
beginning the extended, tortuous exercise of The Dream Songs, Henry must collect himself and 
recall when he was “glad / all at the top” of the sycamore. The song ends with Henry’s sobering 
observation on the inevitability of death and suffering: “Hard on the land wears the strong sea / 
and empty grows every bed.”  
 Critics have associated DS1 with many of the volume’s themes. Ernest Stefanik describes 
the song as Henry’s “loss of innocence, his expulsion from the Edenic garden where the 
prohibition to taste the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge and of Good and Evil (Virtue and Vice) is 
enforced by the menace of death” (26). This reading, which takes Henry as wholly separate from 
the poet, is unsatisfying considering the frank parallels between Henry and Berryman throughout 
the rest of the work. Criticism also connects the song’s “departure” to Berryman/Henry’s father’s 
suicide. Discussing this connection, Bo Gustavsson correctly notes Henry’s Joban preoccupation 
with human suffering (and the importance of the poem’s central symbols): 
On the one hand there is the Edenic tree of life and happiness 
associated with childlike spontaneous singing, and on the other 
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hand there is the postlapsarian sea of destruction and sorrow. The 
traumatic event that the first song alludes to is of course the suicide 
of the father. Through this event Henry entered into his present 
world of grief and pain which, he suggests, sooner or later 
becomes the fate of every man, given the condition of human 
mortality. (80) 
Gustavsson notes what many critics do not: DS1 does not merely lament the father’s suicide.  
This event spurs Henry’s general consideration of the meaning of human suffering. The father’s 
suicide functions as a Freudian “primal scene” and a recurring symbol of humanity’s inherent 
suffering.  
 The immediately following songs chronicle Henry’s drunkenness and pain (including a 
memorable outbreak of lust in DS4), before he first explicitly states his feelings in DS5. 
Berryman, as he often does, sets the song in a bar. The crucial moment comes in line 3, which 
describes Henry as “at odds wif de world & its god.” The odd diction mimics slurred speech, as 
Henry drunkenly complains about his woes, comparing himself to St. Stephen (the first Christian 
martyr) in lines 5–6. Henry here is a self-aware martyr, or perhaps more adequately, a self-aware 
Job. Henry fully understands his own predicament (as well as its origins in Job), yet struggles to 
comprehend its meaning. Henry views his feelings of “oddness” as the Christian martyr’s 
retribution for his lust (in DS4). While St. Stephen was stoned to death for his Christian faith, 
Henry is metaphorically and punningly “stoned” in the bar by his drink. This song demonstrates 
an element of playfulness that will diminish (though never completely vanish) from the songs as 
they continue, as here Henry makes sense of his predicament with drunken whimsy.  
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 Opening with Henry’s defense of his non-cowardice, DS13 then “investigates” Henry’s 
humanity in lines 7–10.  This question is critical to the metaphysical drama about to unfold 
between Henry and God. Though theology may dictate that all of Henry’s resources (both 
spiritual and physical) have been provided by God, Henry still has the human free will to rebel 
against the divine. The following lines register Henry’s sexual frustration: “My lass is braking. / 
My brass is aching.” Henry’s “lass,” or potential sex partner, has put “the brakes” on their sexual 
relationship, leading to Henry’s articulation of his painful, prolonged sexual arousal (crassly put: 
“blue balls”). Following the discussion of this sexual frustration, Henry appears to call to 
something, though to whom is not clear (“Come & diminish me, & map my way”).  This may be 
either God or the aforementioned “lass,” but Henry is willing to “diminish” himself in order to 
receive guidance.  
 Line 13, “God’s Henry’s enemy,” recalls Job 13:24, in which Job laments to God: 
“Wherefore hidest thou thy face, and holdest me for thine enemy?” As Tom Rogers writes, 
“Henry therefore is characterized by a tendency towards self-loathing (tempered, it must be said, 
by bouts of good humour and resilience), and, above all, by a sense of victimhood – his chief 
tormentor being God; as he puts it bluntly, ‘God’s Henry’s enemy’” (Rogers 243). Henry’s sense 
of victimization, analogous to Job’s, is indeed his most defining characteristic, both in DS13 and 
throughout the work.  
 In addition to this statement of victimhood, DS13 is also the first song to describe God in 
economic and bureaucratic language. After calling God his “enemy,” Henry laments: “We’re in 
business…Why, / what business must be clear. A cornering.” Henry feels victimized even in this 
business transaction with God. Here Henry’s interlocutor makes the observation: “Mr Bones, / as 
I look on the saffron sky, / you strikes me as ornery.” “Saffron sky” implies an red-orange color, 
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suggesting the interlocutor’s view of a benevolent God. A “saffron sky” would be beautiful to 
behold, yet Henry still grows “ornery” over his treatment.  
 DS17 marks a curious shift. The song shows Henry in a state of tentative belief as he 
converses with Lucifer. Addressing Lucifer as “Lord of matter,” Henry begins by asking him to 
leave. This immediately associates Lucifer (and by extension, suffering) with matter or worldly 
reality. This is driven home in lines 4–6, as he goes on a walk around the neighborhood, beset 
and plagued by reality. Henry is a mundane sufferer, “the steadiest man on the block,” who is 
trapped as “all the quarter” judges him on his walk. Lucifer speaks in the second stanza, 
identifying Henry as sinful “by smug,” presumably referring to the self-pitying and desolate 
songs preceding DS17. Henry retorts: 
  —What have I tossed you but the least 
  (tho’ hard); fit for your ears. 
  Your servant, bored with horror, sat alone 
  with busy teeth while his dislike increased 
  unto himself, in tears. 
Henry seems to regret giving Lucifer these songs, though they constitute the “least” of his 
contributions. Henry is increasingly filled with self-hatred over the content of the songs as well 
as his own apparent allegiance to Lucifer. But Henry rebukes Lucifer in lines 14–15: “end there. 
/ Your avenues are dying: leave me.” Lucifer’s misstep is to suggest that Henry’s despair is 
“promising,” which insinuates that Henry wants to be miserable in order to write great poems. In 
the final lines, Henry attempts to show where his true affiliations lie: 
  I dove 
  under the oaken arms of Brother Martin, 
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  St Simeon the Lesser Theologian, 
  Bohidharma, and the Baal Shem Tov. 
By associating himself with these traditional religious figures (Martin Luther, etc.), Henry 
appears to reject Lucifer. Yet the diction is intriguing. Henry “dove under” the cover of these 
religious figures, not fully embracing them. Instead, he takes shelter under their “oaken arms,” 
associating these very spiritual figures with an image of literally “wooden” materiality. There is 
no flexibility or easy embrace here, but instead a respite from Lucifer’s solitude and “promising 
despair.”  
 DS20 continues this religious bent. This song, titled “The Secret of the Wisdom,” shows 
Henry chiding himself for his darker thoughts. The “you” in the song is Henry, evaluating his 
troubles while slipping deeper into despair: “you did somebody: others you hurt short: / anyone 
ever did you do good? / You licking your own old hurt, / what?” This self-examination puts 
Henry’s selfishness and narcissism on trial. The “old hurt” of line 12, whether or not it refers to 
Berryman’s father’s suicide (as such allusions often do), shows Henry as completely and utterly 
self-absorbed in his own suffering. Henry’s acknowledgement of his sins carries a prayer as well: 
  An evil kneel & adore. 
  This is human. Hurl, God who found 
  us in this, down 
  something… We hear the more  
sin has increast, the more 
grace has been caused to abound. 
Through his “evil kneel and adore” in line 13, Henry attempts to atone for his sins while 
acknowledging his innate human sinfulness. He calls to God to “hurl…down something” to 
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assist his faith, to assist with these troubles. The song ends with a paraphrase of Romans 5:20, 
which states: “Moreover the law entered that the offence might abound. But where sin abounded, 
grace did much more abound.” At the close of this song, Henry appears hopeful that God can 
provide him with the grace and “inner resources” (as in DS14) to overcome his sin. Rogers 
identifies DS20’s use of the Romans verse as “ironically optimistic” (Rogers 259). However this 
reading, while syncing DS20 with the thematic concerns of The Dream Songs as a whole, 
disregards the song’s context within 77 Dream Songs. DS20 instead shows Henry oscillating 
between trust and distrust in God.  
 Book I’s ensuing songs do not demonstrate Henry’s faith in God’s goodness. Instead, he 
laments history (DS22), politicians (DS23), and his lust (DS26). By the start of Book II, Henry is 
fed up. DS28, titled “Snow Line,” shows him literally freezing without God’s grace. Henry 
complains: “If only the strange one with so few legs would come, / I’d say my prayers out of my 
mouth, as usual.” The depiction of God as “strange” and having “so few legs” posits a monstrous 
divine force. Henry feels “too alone,” and he is beginning to doubt that God will save him. This 
all builds to the turning point of 77 Dream Songs in DS29.  
 In DS29, Henry has reached breaking. He feels trapped and “cornered” by his paranoia 
and fear: 
  There sat down, once, a thing on Henry’s heart 
  so heavy, if he had a hundred years 
  & more, & weeping, sleepless, in all them time 
  Henry could not make good. 
  Starts again always in Henry’s ears 
  the little cough somewhere, an odour, a chime. 
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Something haunts Henry’s every thought; fear and dread suffuse his entire life. This “thing on 
Henry’s heart” is not obvious, and the small mundane details in Henry’s life (cough, odor, 
chime) continually remind him of it. These small things plague Henry in unfathomable ways, and 
they recall a haunting image: 
  And there is another thing he has in mind 
  like a grave Sienese face a thousand years 
  would fail to blur the still profiled reproach of. Ghastly, 
  with open eyes, he attends, blind. 
  All the bells say: too late. This is not for tears; 
  thinking. 
The “grave Sienese face” haunts Henry. Sienese paintings, perhaps exemplified by those of 
Duccio, often portray solemn and reflective faces of religious figures such as the Virgin Mary.  
“A thousand years” emphasizes the eternality of these images. Berryman suggests Henry’s 
anxiety towards the divine agency in his life, as the figure in the painting blindly “reproaches” 
Henry for his supposed sin. The bells echo this anxiety, telling that his time is up, that there is no 
time to repent. Henry has a realization at the close of the stanza: has he actually sinned? Perhaps 
his situation does not merit “tears” or despair, but instead requires “thinking.” This thought 
introduces the famous third stanza: 
  But never did Henry, as he thought he did, 
  end anyone and hacks her body up 
  and hide the pieces, where they may be found. 
  He knows: he went over everyone, & nobody’s missing. 
  Often he reckons, in the dawn, them up. 
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  Nobody is ever missing. 
Henry imagines the kind of crime that would justify his own torture. To merit his condition of 
anguish, Henry figures that he must have “end[ed] someone” and “hack[ed] her body up.” Yet 
“nobody is ever missing.” Henry performs a theological examination of the conscience, finding 
himself innocent at the close of the song. This first act of wavering, of believing that perhaps his 
treatment is not commensurate with his crimes, is a crucial turning point in Henry’s spiritual 
development.  
 Henry’s questionings in these songs again specifically recall the Joban complaint against 
God. If there is divine justice, Job (and by extension Henry) must have sinned to deserve the 
punishment. As Eliphaz questions in Job 4:7, “who ever perished, being innocent?” Henry’s 
suffering must have meaning. Neither Job nor Henry accepts Eliphaz’s view, as they both see 
themselves as innocent. In Job 6:24, Job provides a precedent for Henry’s examination of 
conscience in the third stanza. Job asks the Lord: “Teach me, and I will hold my tongue: and 
cause me to understand wherein I have erred.” But like Henry, Job’s moral self-examination 
suggests his blamelessness and leaves him confused by God’s punishment.  
DS29 is arguably the most famous (and certainly most anthologized) song of The Dream 
Songs, and its powerful depiction of dread has inspired myriad interpretations. Scholarship has 
framed the song primarily as an allegory of Henry’s alcoholism, though this explanation seems 
inadequate in several different ways. Joel Connaroe sees Henry’s reckoning at the close of the 
song as “the morning horrors of an alcoholic who has no memory at all of what he may have 
done during a blacked-out period the night before, and who automatically fears the worst” 
(Connaroe 101). Lewis Hyde makes a similar point, also regarding DS29 as a description of an 
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alcoholic blackout (Recovering 217). Helen Vendler’s interpretation of DS29 is the most 
convincing: 
The poem begins with the stifling and perpetual weight that 
torments Henry’ guilty conscience, and ends with a baffled sense 
of its erroneousness. […] Henry would be relieved if someone 
were missing; it would make his conviction of guilt rational, and 
he could reconnect his split pieces. But this solace is denied him. 
(Vendler 48–49) 
Vendler here points to Berryman’s impulses towards sin and guilt. Despite the Freudian 
framework of Vendler’s argument, she still convincingly explicates Henry’s immense frustration 
at the incomprehensibility of his persecution.  
DS29’s line of inquiry is picked up in DS45, as Henry continues the examination of his 
suffering. The song opens with the personification of “Ruin,” a character with whom Henry is 
well familiar. The song proceeds to list assorted miseries that plague Henry’s everyday life: the 
loss of his friend’s papers, a night in jail, unsigned letters, etc. But in the last stanza of the song, 
the tone shifts: 
 But he noted now that: they were not old friends. 
 He did not know this one. 
 This one was a stranger, come to make amends 
 for all the imposters, and to make it stick. 
 Henry nodded, un-.  
Henry’s new plague, apparently his dread and sense of creeping menace, indicates that he is now 
in a new world of suffering. Curiously, the exact nature of Henry’s affliction is never explicitly 
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named, though there are obviously numerous recurring candidates (the thought of suicide, 
alcoholism, adultery, for instance). The final line provides a clue: all of these afflict Henry. The 
use of simply the prefix “un-” indicates that Henry is the epitome of “un-ness”; Henry is 
unhappy, unfulfilled, unsatisfied, undesirable, unfaithful. Henry’s feeling cannot be summarized 
by a single negative word; he embodies the panoply of negativity. 
 Henry’s despondency continues in DS55, in which a “job interview” with St. Peter at the 
gates of Heaven reinforces Henry’s fear of divine conspiracy. The song humorously describes 
Henry’s interactions with Peter. They drink together (the martini being “strangely needed”) and 
discuss “indifferent matters.” Peter seems not to mind that Henry mentions “fiendish things” at 
the start of the interview, though Peter quickly becomes inhospitable. J.M. Linebarger asserts 
that DS55 shows “the Church, as well as Henry, blamed for the betrayal of Christ” (104). 
Though Linebarger does not support this point (and quotes selectively from the song), his 
assertion does not account for Peter’s amiability early in the song. Peter’s “sideways looks” in 
lines 1 and 13, when combined with his final words (“we betrayed me” in line 18), indicate that 
perhaps Peter’s loyalty may lie with Henry. The most threating aspects of the interview locale 
are external: the architecture is described as “far from reassuring” in line 2, the climate changes 
abruptly in line 11 (“A chill fell”), and the mood changes in lines 16–17 (“It’s growing dark, / 
some other sound is overcoming”). Given The Dream Songs’ leitmotif of God as bureaucrat, it 
makes sense to imagine Peter as a type of bumbling middle manager. Peter’s affinity for Henry 
“betrays” him to God, because perhaps the outcome of their interview was preordained. After all, 
“God’s Henry’s enemy.” 
 DS57 continues this disillusionment by reflecting upon Henry’s alcoholism. Henry’s 
drinking is described as “a state of chortle sin” in line 1, as Henry asks “To Hell then will it maul 
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me?” Henry acknowledges here that his alcoholism is sinful, but he spends the rest of DS57 
refuting this belief. Henry doubts that the alcohol’s effects will condemn him: “for good talk, / 
and gripe of retail loss? I dare say not.” These are trivial matters to Henry, and Berryman’s 
distorted syntax intensifies the drunken incredulousness. More importantly, Berryman connects 
Henry’s drinking to the sycamore in DS1: “I recall a ‘coon treed, / flashlights, & barks, and I was 
in that tree, / and something can (has) been said for sobriety / but very little.” Berryman’s 
defense of drunkenness relates it to his memories of happiness (“once in a sycamore I was glad / 
all at the top, and I sang” in DS1) while also portraying it as refuge from the dogs and guns of 
lines 9 and 13. The last line similarly shows Berryman using this metaphor to describe his 
current state of unease and unhappiness: “I fell out of the tree.” Ironically, Henry’s drunkenness 
has caused him to fall from happiness, both metaphorically and literally. The implication is that 
this suffering, this fall from happiness, is self-inflicted. As Joel Connaroe notes about the song, 
“[the fall] clearly symbolizes [Henry’s] fall from innocence, from grace, into sin” (127).  Given 
the punitive sexual frustration in lines 14–17, Berryman asserts that Henry’s punishment is 
complete and that he should not “to Hell be mauled.” This argument against judgment provides a 
template for Henry’s sinful admissions in later songs. 
 This frustration continues in DS72. Illustrating a simple act of disobedience, Berryman 
invokes the Biblical Garden of Eden to assert that theology can and should be denied in the name 
of human progress. The song finds Henry swinging his daughter on a “twine hung from 
disastered trees” in the Supreme Court Garden.4 Henry asserts that there is no equation between 
human progress and moral progress, and that he will “deny the gods of the garden.” The song 
shows Henry rejecting the moral standards that he has grappled with throughout the volume: 
                                                          
4
 According to his biographer, Paul Mariani, Berryman wrote DS72 in a garden across the street from the United 
States Supreme Court Building in Dec. 1963 (400).  
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I further will deny 
good got us up that broad shoreline. Greed may 
like a fuse, but with the high shore we is stuck, 
whom they overlook. Why,— 
This is a lament. The real driving power of civilization has been greed, yet society is stuck 
considering good (or moral value) as the basis of advancement.  The “gods of the garden” 
represent not only the Supreme Court justices, but also (in the same bureaucratic vein) the divine 
morality itself. Henry’s defiance of these makes him giddy (“they seem drunk”), one of a few 
junctures in the work at which Henry delights in his disobedience. Henry’s final question 
(“Why,—”) interrogates the divine order, as he begins to posit a separate and distinct morality 
that rejects these “gods of the garden.” This song marks another crucial turning point in Henry’s 
spiritual development, setting the stage for the humanistic affirmation of DS76–77. 
 In DS74, Berryman ensures that the reader is fully aware of Henry’s situation. This song 
continues the Joban idea of divine persecution: line 1 shows that Henry “hates the world.” 
Henry, who “stabbed his arm and wrote a letter / explaining how bad it had been / in this world,” 
is full of resentment and discontent at the prospects available to him. Even “the holy cities” 
mentioned in the third stanza do not “make up / for, well, the horror of unlove,” meaning that no 
religious or transcendent opportunity can possibly console Henry. At the end of the song, 
Berryman articulates the true meaning of what he has left: “Henry mastered, Henry / tasting all 
the secret bits of life.” Henry “mastered” can mean either Henry has been mastered (perhaps by 
God) or Henry is a master (perhaps of the “secret bits of life”). In either case, Henry’s suffering 
allows him to “taste” the “secret” parts of human existence, and this knowledge perhaps allows 
for the humanistic solution that follows.  
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 Much like DS4’s hesitant acceptance of religious belief, DS76 (titled “Henry’s 
Confession”) finds Henry tentatively accepting a humanistic solution to the Joban problem of 
suffering. Henry’s interlocutor plays a vital role in this song, providing both a reason for Henry’s 
respite from suffering (his sobriety) and an apparent solution to all of his suffering (community). 
Henry links his view of life as a “handkerchief sandwich” (crying at the start, crying at the end) 
to the suicide of his father in lines 7–9, and in line 10 the sea becomes “smothering” in light of 
this understanding. But the interlocutor offers an alternative: 
  I offers you this handkerchief, now set 
  your left foot by my right foot, 
  shoulder to shoulder, all that jazz, 
  arm in arm, by the beautiful sea, 
  hum a little, Mr Bones. 
  —I  saw nobody coming, so I went instead. 
The interlocutor presents community as an alternative to suffering. He offers consolation, 
describing the sea as “beautiful” instead of “smothering.” In the last line, Henry has little choice 
but to accept; he sees no other intercession for him, divine or otherwise.  
 DS77 explores the implications of this decision. Henry now tries to make the best of the 
world and the life he has been given, all the while trying to recruit others to join him (“p.a.’d 
poor thousands of persons”). He frames this new world in the second stanza: “Henry likes Fáll. / 
Hé would be prepared to líve in a world of Fáll / for ever, impenitent Henry.” Henry has made 
the decision to embrace the “fallen” world and accept that while reality may entail suffering, it 
also allows this suffering to be bearable. The pun on “Fall” is emphasized by the capitalization as 
well as the stress marks. These make “Fall” monumental and important, as “impenitent” Henry 
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trades his world of sorrow for a new world of community. In fact, Henry is surprised at his own 
ability to move on: 
  it is a wonder that, with in each hand 
  one of his own mad books and all, 
  ancient fires for eyes, his head full 
  & his heart full, he’s making ready to move on. 
Yet Henry does not move on alone. The “ancient fires” represent the perennial nature of Henry’s 
dilemma, stretching it through the ages to encompass all those artists who suffer. Henry fills his 
head and his heart with the knowledge of past generations while still embracing his new 
humanist conception. 
This “moving on” anticipates the eventual turn against God in His Toy, His Dream, His 
Rest. Henry’s spiritual development in this volume is remarkable, as he moves from confusion to 
examination of conscience to humanistic acceptance. This development sets the stage for the 
more dramatic and overt complaints in His Toy, His Dream, His Rest, in which Henry’s feelings 
toward God are not simply ambivalent or dismissive (as they are in DS77) but pointed and 
vindictive. However, Henry’s spiritual movement in 77 Dream Songs remains a powerful and 
telling parable of a twentieth-century Job reckoning with the meaning of personal suffering, and 
one cannot help being drawn to the drama that inevitably follows. 
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Chapter 3: Book V, Henry Towards Rebellion 
 
 Following Henry’s radical spiritual transformation in 77 Dream Songs, His Toy, His 
Dream, His Rest shows the strain of Henry’s struggle against the Almighty. While DS77 ends 
with humanistic affirmation, this theme is abandoned at the start of the second volume. Instead, 
Books IV and V of The Dream Songs indicate Henry’s frustration with his metaphysical 
situation. This frustration with God is immediately presented in the “Opus Posthumous” section 
at the opening of His Toy, His Dream, His Rest. The rest of Book V depicts Henry as frustrated 
and beaten down, helpless against the assaults of a predatory God before growing independent 
and self-reliant in Book V’s last songs.  
 It is likely that Berryman composed the majority of the “Opus Posthumous” sequence 
while severely ill. This perhaps explains the sequence’s anxiety and rumination on death, as the 
poet was staring the spectre of death square in the face during composition. Connaroe makes a 
similar observation:  
Berryman felt that his body was literally fleeting and that, alert in 
mind as he was, he would probably be unable to continue his work. 
He was impelled to fantasize about his death, his obituaries, the 
worms at his corpse, his subterranean sex life, his posthumous 
reputation, his uneasy spirit, and his resurrection. (128–129) 
The vividness and unease of the sequence, combined with its undeniable gallows humor, makes 
these fourteen some of the more potent songs in the work. Considering the metaphysical utility 
of death, the sequence also rushes headlong into Berryman’s most compelling and overarching 
theme: the possibility of explaining human suffering. 
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 The “Opus Posthumous” sequence immediately demonstrates that the humanistic 
ambitions of DS77 have not lasted.
5
 As Gustavsson writes, “the purpose of the fourteen Opus 
posthumous poems is therefore to acquire an understanding of the fate of death that can 
somehow accommodate the reasons for hope and the reasons for despair” (91). As he heads into 
the afterlife, Henry is able to consider—in a way impossible otherwise—the potential meaning of 
lifelong suffering.  
Op. post. no. 1 depicts Henry’s death, an event that sets the narrative of the sequence into 
motion. But this death scene illustrates Henry’s apparent new stature:  
Walt’s ‘orbic flex,’ triads of Hegel would  
incorporate, if you please,  
into the know-how of the American bard 
embarrassed Henry heard himself a-being.  
Henry imagines his death establishing his status as “major American poet,” and Berryman 
conjures arch-American poet Walt Whitman (1819–1892), German philosopher Georg Wilhelm 
Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831), and American writer Stephen Crane (1871–1900) to make this 
point.
6
 Yet Henry is “embarrassed” by the deathbed comparisons. Gustavsson attributes even 
more significance to these figures: “Whitman as the poet of hope and Crane as the figure of 
despair are his mentors, and Henry will try in a Hegelian fashion to reconcile these contradictory 
visions of death” (90–91). Considering Berryman’s continual reverence for his predecessors 
                                                          
5
 For these “Opus Posthumous” songs (DS78–91), the standard notation of DS# will be replaced by “Op. posth. no. 
#.” This is partly meant to mimic Berryman’s own notation within The Dream Songs and partly meant to emphasize 
each song’s place in the highly narrative sequence.  
6
 “Walt’s ‘orbic flex’” refers to lines from section 26 of Whitman’s “Song of Myself”: “A tenor large and fresh as 
the creation fills me / the orbic flex of his mouth is pouring and filling me full.” Hegel’s “triads” are the three 
interrelated concepts of thesis-antithesis-synthesis. Berryman wrote a critically lauded biography of Stephen Crane.  
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(especially Whitman, whom Berryman often credited as a major influence on The Dream Songs), 
this reading seems apt as Henry attempts to make sense of suffering in the afterlife. 
 This anxiousness about death pervades the sequence. In Op. posth. no. 2, Henry notes 
God’s menacing and powerful presence in the afterlife. After worrying that he is not fit for “the 
world of generosity / […] where are / & can be, only, heroes?,” Henry returns to the language of 
divine bureaucracy: 
  let too his giant faults appear, as sent 
  together with his virtues down 
  and let this day be his, throughout the town, 
  region & cosmos, lest he freeze our blood 
  with terrible returns.  
Henry has now entered God’s realm, in which both God’s greatest virtues and faults are on 
display. Henry praises God (“let this day be his”) for fear of the “terrible returns” he might 
otherwise reap. Now that Henry has entered the afterlife, he must praise God for fear of being 
sent immediately to hell (which, like Dante’s hell, would “freeze our blood” in ice). This is a 
type of divine investment, and Henry fears “terrible returns” if he isn’t nice to the broker.  
 Despite his presence in the afterlife, this fear and dread leads Henry to miss his body in 
Op. posth. no. 3. The song begins with Henry pining for his body and stating simply “I miss it.” 
But this nostalgia is tinged with regret, as Henry doesn’t appear to trust the apparent comfort of 
the afterlife: “I hate the love of leaving it behind, / deteriorating & hopeless that.” Henry feels 
much more in tune with his body, despite its hopelessness and transience, than he does with 
immortal existence. This feeling culminates in Op. posth. no. 5, in which Henry lashes out 
against God while accepting his damnation. Henry’s diction is that of a sleazy salesman: “Let’s 
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shuck an obligation. O I have / done.” He asks God to shirk punishment, just as he has shirked 
the Almighty’s commands. Henry’s sales pitch naturally fails as his body is cremated, and he 
becomes enraged: “We was had. / O visit in my last tomb me.” Again, Henry feels cheated and 
“had” by God, as if their relationship is simply a warped economic transaction. 
 After some time in hell, Henry is brought to trial in Op. posth. nos. 9 and 10. There, it is 
decided that he should be sent back to Earth. Op. posth. no. 9, spoken by Henry (or possibly 
Henry’s legal counsel), argues Henry “Not Guilty by reason of death.”  This alludes to Job again. 
As Job 1:12 describes, God agrees to allow Satan to torture Job as long as he does not kill him: 
“And the Lord said unto Satan, behold, all that he hath is in thy power; only upon himself put not 
forth thine hand.” By killing Henry, God has broken His promise. As such, Henry will go out 
and “resum[e], as the fates decree, our lot” by returning to Earth.  In short, God’s incompetence 
allows Henry to resume his Joban mission of stoic survival.  
 Gustavsson reads this conviction as a concession to God’s unfairness: “Henry advances 
the claim of ‘Not guilty by reason of death,’ pleading that the guilt of life is sufficiently expiated 
by the punishment of death” (91). This is close to the Joban paradigm. As Henry dies, he is 
implicitly absolved of any sins he may have committed, and he is left to continue his suffering 
task on Earth, where he may continue to be punished. Henry’s trial succeeds because it calls 
God’s bluff, demonstrating the inherent unfairness of God’s attempt to “have his cake and eat it 
too” by both killing Henry and sending him to hell. And while this state is indeed, as Linebarger 
notes, “heretical,” it still succeeds in sending Henry back to Earth in Op. post. no. 14.  
 Henry’s return’s implications are described in this final song of the sequence. The song 
shows Henry fed up with his treatment, ready to “get his own back.” Henry’s return to reality is 
immediately plagued again by his constant vices: “a double rum” and “Wives […] fearful for 
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their insurance.” But the song has a striking close, describing Henry as “Lazarus with a plan / to 
get his own back, a plan, a stratagem / no newsman will unravel.” Henry’s Lazarus plans on 
digging his way back into life on his own terms.
7
 The monumental elevation of the Lazarus 
allusion is undercut by the haunting image of Henry “insomnia-plagued, with a shovel / digging 
like mad.” Henry, thrust back into the world of his “many ills,” appears to want back out of the 
world by digging his own grave again. This too carries a veiled allusion to Job 3:21: “[the 
tortured soul may] long for death, but it cometh not; and dig for it more than for hid treasures.” 
Like Job, Henry returns to the earthly world of torture, immediately to desire death again. As the 
sequence ends, Henry fumes and plots his own form of self-motivated revenge.  
 DS95 demonstrates this new, angry, and violent Henry. In DS29, Henry realizes that his 
punishment is not commensurate with his crimes, for, despite Henry’s paranoia, “no one is ever 
missing.” As Henry lies in the hospital in DS95, he fantasizes the murder of the guard outside his 
room. Henry is now able to accept sin: “I saw the point of Loeb / at last, to give oneself over to 
crime wholly.” Berryman refers to the famous Chicago murder of Robert Franks by Nathan 
Leopold and Richard Loeb in 1924. Leopold and Loeb believed their crime justified by the 
Nietzchean idea of the “ubermenche,” according to which those of highest human type may 
dictate their own morality (a notion similarly explored by Fyodor Dostoevsky in Crime and 
Punishment).
8
 Just as Leopold and Loeb “[gave themselves] over to crime wholly,” Henry too 
feels his imagined crime is justified. Henry “with trembling hands [hoists…] my true / & legal 
ax” to kill the guard. Henry envisions his crime as no worse than God’s own injustice. Henry 
compares himself to God in the last lines, eating the guard’s brains “until at length the rains / 
lose heart and the sun flames out.” Nature’s inconstancy, the instability of the sun and the rains, 
                                                          
7
 The story of Lazarus’ resurrection is found in The Gospel According to John, Chapter 11.  
8
 In Crime and Punishment, Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov (like Henry) commits his crime with an ax. 
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is equated with Henry’s own crime in a sarcastic jibe at God. Further, the sun “flaming out” may 
refer to a heat death of the universe, by which the sun abandons the Earth in a mass murder of all 
humanity. Henry asserts that his own crime is “true / & legal” because God commits similar 
murder, as people die, every day. In response to God’s inconstancy, Henry is filled with 
hedonistic and animalistic despair in DS97. 
 DS97 presents Henry’s ills (and his blessings) as urges that have no meaning or 
significance. The opening lines present Henry as an animalistic father: 
  Henry of Donnybrook bred like a pig, 
  bred when he was brittle, bred when big, 
  how he’s sweating to support them.  
Brendan Cooper explicates “Donnybrook” as an allusion to Dublin’s Donnybrook Fair, which 
was infamous for drinking and revelry (130). Henry’s children are likened to a pig’s brood and 
demeaned to animal status. Berryman elaborates this idea with an allusion to the artist Francisco 
de Goya (1746–1848): 
  Which birthday of the brighter darker man, 
  the Goya of the Globe & Blackfriars, whom— 
  our full earth smiled on him 
 
  squeezing his old heart with a daughter loose 
  (hostages they áre)— the world’s produced, 
  so far, alarms, alarms. 
The “brighter darker man” is Goya himself, whose most famous works, the Black Paintings, 
were existential depictions of suffering and despair. But these works, despite their darkness, 
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provide a luminary understanding of human suffering, thus “the brighter darker man.” Similarly, 
Goya’s children (conceived late in life) are depicted in the same animalistic way, with childbirth 
metaphorized as a type of defecation (“squeezed […] with a daughter loose”). And even then, 
both Goya and his child are “hostages,” presumably to a divine power that is indifferent to both 
Goya’s artistic achievement and his child. The “alarms” in line 9 indicate that Goya’s struggle 
anticipates Henry’s own struggle against God.  The world has continually presented figures 
(especially artists and writers) that have endured this same Joban struggle. This is emphasized by 
the allusion to the “Globe & Blackfriars,” both famous venues of English Renaissance theatre. 
The metaphysical “drama” has been played out across the centuries, and in DS97 Henry begins 
to understand the depth of precedent for his situation. 
 Henry relates Goya’s situation to his own throughout the remainder of DS97. Goya’s 
legacy survives to the present day, though his body is cold and buried: “Fancy the chill & fatigue 
four hundred years / award a warm one.” The four hundred years since the age of the “Globe & 
Blackfriars” have left humanity in the same drama of “brutal revelry.” Henry laments and decries 
this divine injustice:  
  All we know is ears. 
  My slab lifts up its arms 
   
  in a solicitude entire, too late. 
  Of brutal revelry gap your mouth to state: 
  Front back & backside go bare! 
  Cats’ blackness, booze, blows, grunts, grand groans. 
  Yo-bad yom i-oowaled bo v’ha’l lail awmer h’re gawber! 
Butler 34 
 
  —Now, now, poor Bones. 
Line 11 posits humanity’s knowledge as external (from “ears”), but suffering is still intensely 
personal. Henry’s increasing knowledge of his death (the “slab” of his gravestone) causes him 
unease, but it is “too late” for Henry to accept these precedents’ wisdom. In this “brutal revelry” 
or hedonism, Henry can only accept his animalistic state and “go bare.” Following a catalog of 
suffering, including Henry’s own vice of “booze,” Henry turns to historical “grand groans.” Line 
17, as Brendan Cooper illuminates, is transliterated Hebrew of Job 3:3: “Let the day perish 
wherein I was born, and the night in which it was said, there is a man child conceived” (130). 
Berryman thus presents Henry’s complaint in DS97 as distinctly Joban. The interlocutor’s reply 
in line 18 can then be read in two ways: either as a consolation or as a plea for Henry to abandon 
his complaint.  As Cooper notes, “the line represents the interlocutor’s attempt to draw Henry out 
of his deluded discourse to Job, and back towards the contemporary moment, in which 
protestations to God are simply not useful or relevant” (132).  
 Yet Cooper’s discussion incorrectly attributes DS97’s despair to social discontent. 
Cooper writes: “In Berryman’s Song, Job’s words signify more directly and powerfully the 
network of social oppression and suffering in the modern American city than the human spiritual 
anguish they signified in their original context” (131). But, as has already been discussed at 
length in this work, Henry’s personal anguish pervades The Dream Songs. There is little in DS97 
to suggest that Berryman refers to suffering in “the modern American city.” As Connaroe 
correctly writes, “Berryman’s subject is Henry House, not the White House” (147). And while it 
is obvious that Job affords little hope to alleviate Henry’s animalistic despair, Berryman views 
Job’s plight as analogous to Henry’s. Berryman states in an interview: “Now Henry is a man 
with, God knows, many faults, but among them is not self-understanding. He believes in his 
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enterprise. He is suffering and suffering heavily and has to” (Kostelanetz 346). In that same 
interview, Berryman compares Henry to Job at length. Henry’s utter lack of self-understanding 
renders his use of Job’s words (in the transliterated Hebrew) earnest and sincere. Henry quotes 
from Job because he believes that Job’s plight is related to his own. Job may not provide Henry 
with answers, but Henry believes that he does.  
 DS99 shows the aftermath of DS97’s cry of despair. The song presents a version of 
spirituality that is completely inaccessible to Henry, despite his greatest efforts. The beginning of 
the song, entitled “Temples,” presents a type of magical or spiritual space which “is the god.” 
Yet this space is completely inaccessible to Henry (or the modern priest on his motorbike) in 
lines 2–4. The two figures are surrounded by the desolate landscape outside of the temple. 
However, in the final line of the first stanza, Henry and the priest are conflated with the 
landscape: “Like calls, too low, to like.” Henry and the priest are bound to the landscape by their 
like nature, though without realization because the calls come “too low.”  
 The proceedings then turn violent, as Henry imagines a terrorist attack on this “holy” 
place. Line 7 drives this home: “One submachine-gun cleared the Durga Temple.” Henry’s 
imagined violence demonstrates modernity and technology destroying the temple, seemingly 
representing religious belief. Henry similarly calls for his audience not to judge this, but simply 
accept it: “Look on, without pure dismay.” Henry, God’s enemy, seems to applaud this assault 
on a holy place, as Henry wants to embrace the trappings of modernity. The last stanza presents 
Henry as happy and hedonistic. Henry takes comfort in the excesses of modernity (his air-
conditioner in line 14, lemonade-machine in line 15).  His battle is forsaken and his “roundel 
lowered” as he instead embraces sex and pleasure, “purring” in line 17. DS99 thus shows another 
lurch toward hedonism, abandoning hope for a restoration of Henry’s religiosity. 
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 Despite these seeming consolations, Henry is soon driven back to despair.  In DS103 and 
DS104, Henry’s foreboding continues to plague him. DS103 presents Henry with an escape 
through psycho-pharmaceuticals, but he questions it: “can he get free / of the hanging menace, & 
this all, and go? / He doesn’t think so.” The “hanging menace” of Henry’s suffering has again 
paralyzed him, and even DS99’s apparent solutions cannot liberate him. Similarly, Henry’s fifty-
first birthday in DS104 provides only premonitions of further suffering: 
  I pray 
 
the opening decade contravene its promise 
  to be as bad as all the others. Is 
  there something Henry miss 
  in the jungle of the gods whom Henry’s prayer to? 
  Empty temples— a decade of dark-blue 
  sins, son, worse than you.  
Henry fears he has completely misunderstood the forces he prays to. He suspects that his prayers 
are naught, that he prays to “empty temples.”  The alternative is perhaps worse, as the “decade of 
dark-blue sins” (notably “worse” than the “son’s”) implies that God has forsaken Henry justly.  
 Following this doubly terrifying fear, DS113 shows Henry manipulated as God’s puppet. 
In the first lines, Berryman renders his limp as “a hobble / clapped on mere Henry by the most 
high GOD / for the freedom of Henry’s soul.” Without the body, Henry is liberated, though the 
song makes apparent that Henry only sarcastically appreciates God’s “kindness.”  He is instead 
perplexed that God would have use for his body. Henry then equates spirituality with simple 
ritual: “But now he has it— much good may it do him / in the vacant spiritual of space.” 
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Berryman’s italics show Henry’s distrust of the spiritual, devaluing it by emphasizing the 
inherent ritual in God’s actions. By equating God’s actions with earthly ritual, Berryman 
undercuts the divine power that has seemingly taken control of him. Henry believes God is using 
his body to scold his students. Yet the figures in the title and the last stanza (Amy Vladeck, Riva 
Freifeld, Valerie Trueblood, “Miss Kaplan”), upon whom God has “declared war,” are actually 
scolded by Henry. As John Haffenden has pointed out, these women were Berryman’s students 
at Brown in 1962–1963 (106). In this way, Henry believes his abuse of his students is just 
another divine torture “clapped” on Henry. The last lines of the song reinforce this, as Henry 
dismisses and derides God’s “help”: 
  My memory of his kindness comes like a flood 
  for which I flush with gratitude; yet away 
  he shouldna have put down Miss Trueblood.  
Henry “flushes” God’s “kindness,” implicitly calling it excrement. Henry is indignant that God 
targets his student, and this indignation is clothed in another complaint of God’s distance from 
humanity. According to Henry, God continues to meddle in our affairs despite being “yet away” 
from human concerns. This again recalls Berryman’s leitmotif of God as bureaucrat, out of touch 
and cruel.  
 This frustration with God leads Henry to embrace his immediate reality in DS119. The 
first major assertion of reality’s primacy, the song finds Henry coming to terms with his 
existence, despite its suffering. The opening of the song presents Henry with two options: 
  Shadow & act, shadow & act, 
  Better get white or you’ get whacked, 
  Or keep so-called black 
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  & raise new hell.  
As has been explored in the discussion concerning The Dream Songs’ epigraphs, Berryman 
equates the African-American plight with Jewish (and thus Joban) suffering. DS119 
demonstrates Henry’s resistance to oppression and acceptance of his own predicament. Even if 
the lines are not implicitly racial, there is a white/black dichotomy according to which good is 
“whacked” by bad. Lucid, Henry plans to confront his demons (or angels as it may be). There is 
obvious allusion to alcohol withdrawal, as Henry asserts: “No tremor, no perspire: Heaven is 
here / now, in Minneapolis.” More willing to accept his circumstances and confront his 
problems, Henry has developed from a passive participant in this metaphysical drama to an 
active one, “raising new hell.”  
 Continuing Henry’s active role, DS141 provides the first mention of rebellion against 
God. The last stanza presents his new philosophy of self-interest: 
  Duly he does his needful little then 
  with a chest of ice, a head tipping with pain. 
  That perhaps is his programme, 
  cause: Henry for Henry in his main: 
  he’ll push it: down with anything Bostonian: 
  even god howled ‘I am.’  
Henry’s “needful little” consists solely of tending to his hangover, but the action spurs him to 
consider this as a life philosophy. He now advocates his own self-interest, as his new “cause” 
becomes “Henry for Henry in his main.” The mention of “programme” is especially important, 
considering the term’s resonance in DS238 (titled “Henry’s Programme for God,” to be 
discussed at length later). By rejecting the establishment, described as “Bostonian” to emphasize 
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its rigid structure as well as potentially critique Berryman’s former employers at Harvard, Henry 
gains agency. The allusion to the Biblical “I am” (from Exodus 3:14) allows Henry to adopt a 
god-like pose while God is undercut by Berryman’s use of the lowercase. After having 
experienced torture both on earth and in the afterlife (throughout the “Opus Posthumous” 
sequence), Henry is fed up with God and ready to make his own meaning.  
 Henry’s development in Book V from a fearful and victimized Job to a naughty and self-
assertive militant provides the first inkling of the fully rebellious tone of Books VI and VII. But 
while Henry’s personal despair provides the impetus for this shift in Book V, Book VI finds 
Henry’s anger at God intensified in both elegies and songs of overt dissent. But Henry’s 
rebellion against God, a dominating theme of the remaining dream songs, has its origin in Book 
V.  
  
Butler 40 
 
Chapter 4: Henry’s Elegiac Dissent 
 
 Book VI of The Dream Songs elaborates upon the themes introduced in Books IV and V. 
Berryman’s previous metaphysical concerns have created an atmosphere of bubbling dissent, 
and, in Book VI, the death of Delmore Schwartz represents Henry’s boiling point. The first 
twelve songs of Book VI are all elegies for Schwartz, albeit in a broken, Berrymanian register 
that emphasizes Henry’s suffering. These elegies provide the final step towards rebellion, as the 
world “gradually [becomes] a place / where [Henry] does not care to be any more” (DS149). The 
elegies for Schwartz kick off a barrage of songs that rage against the Almighty, as Book VI 
shows Henry articulating a “programme against God.” And while previous books have shown 
Henry grappling with the Joban problem of suffering, Henry here finally departs from the Joban 
paradigm through outright rebellion against God. 
 Berryman indicates the “boiling point” that is Delmore’s death in DS153. Again utilizing 
the lowercase to refer to God, the song opens as Henry is “cross with god who has wrecked this 
generation.” God’s “first rate haul” of dead poets includes Theodore Roethke, Richard 
Blackmur, Randall Jarrell, Sylvia Plath, and Schwartz, all catalogued in lines 2–3. In the second 
stanza, Henry is struck by the divine irony of God’s creation and destruction: 
  Somewhere the enterprise continues, not— 
  yellow the sun lies on the baby’s blouse— 
  in Henry’s staggered thought. 
  I suppose the word would be, we must submit. 
  Later. 
  I hang, and I will not be a part of it.  
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God’s enterprise, of creating poets and artists only to murder them, continues whether Henry 
worries about it or not. Tom Rogers puts it well: “Denigrated to lower case, ‘god’ is the 
bloodthirsty despot who has wreaked havoc on this ‘middle generation’ of American poets, 
certain of whom have even been driven to suicide” (263). Henry’s present reality, concerned 
with his newborn baby, fills his “staggered thought.” Even in his preoccupation with death, 
driven home over this host of elegies, Henry can still marvel at creation. Despite this suffering 
and the inevitability of death, God’s command, or “word,” still demands submission to the 
system. Henry’s response is simply an italicized “Later,” as Henry hesitates to submit to God. 
Again from Rogers: “Henry, defiantly for now, refuses to submit to the murderous ‘enterprise’ 
by succumbing also to death, by suicide or otherwise, declaring that he will ‘hang’ and ‘not be 
part of it’” (263). Henry then returns to the precedent of songs like DS97, criticizing God’s 
inconstancy as creator. 
 The third stanza of DS153 further makes this point, comparing God’s career to that of 
composer Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791). The song ends in despair: 
  A friend of Henry’s contrasted God’s career 
  with Mozart’s, leaving Henry with nothing to say 
  but praise for a word so apt.  
  We suffer on, a day, a day, a day. 
  And never again can come, like a man slapped, 
  news like this. 
John Haffenden points out that the “friend” in question was Howard Nemerov, who observed 
that “Mozart’s life and work express a purer and more efficacious benevolence to mankind than 
the life and work of God” (Haffenden 108–109). God, like the poets he kills, is a creator (of the 
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world and its inhabitants). Henry finds Mozart’s work to be more enduring and constant than 
God’s creation, which ends in death. In the world of God’s creation, “we all suffer on,” left 
reeling by the deaths of those we love.   
 These same themes recur in the elegy for Richard Blackmur. In DS173, Blackmur’s death 
itself does not scare Henry, for (as shown in DS153) Henry has come to expect death as a fact of 
existence. But Henry ultimately fears Blackmur’s silence: 
  Richard is quiet who talked on so well: 
  I fill with fear: I agree: all this is hell 
  Where will he lie? 
  In a tantrum of horror & blocking where will he be? 
  With Helen, whom he softened—see! see! see! 
  But not nearby.  
And while lines 5–6 show Henry “heartbroken” but “not full of fear,” Blackmur’s silence 
reminds Henry of his own impermanent voice. Henry’s anxiety again recalls Job, whose only 
consolation is his ability to speak: “Therefore I will not refrain my mouth; I will speak in the 
anguish of my spirit; I will complain in the bitterness of my soul” (Job 7:11).  Amidst the 
greatest suffering, humanity has always been able to speak and complain against its station. But 
Blackmur’s death reveals to Henry the “tantrum of horror & blocking” that comes with the 
afterlife, which is “not nearby” and far from the reality of Henry’s suffering. Even the apparent 
consolation that Blackmur may be with his wife Helen, presented as a counterargument by the 
repeated “see! see! see!,” does not assuage Henry’s fear.   
 Henry’s “search for Richard” in the third stanza then reflects Henry’s desire for a 
benevolent universe. Henry realizes that he too “would be one, / another one” who might be 
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silenced by death’s finality, as he reaches out to hope for fulfillment. Voicing this, Berryman 
evokes St. Augustine: “Surely the galaxy will scratch my itch / Augustinian […] / and I will love 
that touch.” Much as Augustine in Confessions desires an almost erotic religious experience, 
Henry wishes for this fear of “horror & blocking” to be assuaged by a divine “touch.” But 
Henry’s hopeful vision of a loving and consoling God is undercut immediately in the following 
song, which features the most complete and nuanced portrait of God as bureaucrat. 
 DS174, titled “Kyrie Eleison” (Greek for “Lord have mercy”), portrays God’s works as 
mundane. The first three lines list a few of the Almighty’s duties: “Complex his task: he threads 
the mazers daily, / sorts out from monsters saints and rewards them, / produces snow.” 
“Threading the mazers,” (or arranging the world’s wonders), sorting “monsters and saints,” and 
creating snow are all described as daily and mundane chores. Similarly, the song describes God’s 
“assistants” in locations of high society: The Old Bailey (Britain’s Central Criminal Court), the 
luxury high-rise Waldorf Towers in New York City, the upscale Chicago restaurant the Pump 
Room. All of these build to Henry’s discontent in the second stanza: “Words light as feathers / 
fly. Wake with rage ruined limbs. Hoarfrost is blue / at dawn on the storm-windows.” Tired of 
empty promises and words (“light as feathers”) from a bureaucratic God, Henry still sees God’s 
mundane work on his storm-windows. As Henry “wakes with rage ruined limbs,” he is tired of 
and frustrated by God’s inaccessibility.  
 The third stanza of DS174 describes the consequence of this “rage ruin,” as Henry 
imagines himself in a dystopian Garden of Eden. The Biblical fall, here dramatized as “Thuds. 
Almost floors,” leaves Henry far removed from the bureaucratic God who “produces snow.” And 
further, the Edenic scene is unsettling: 
  There is a shrill music 
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  Of which the less said the better. 
  Cold dough: is not that the one thing that might matter? 
  That, and the frightful fact that I am alone 
  while he sorts out the bloody saints. 
Henry’s post-lapsarian discomfort leaves him angry at God’s indifference, and he questions 
whether money (“cold dough”) might be able to save him. Henry naturally looks to money in 
order to attempt to alleviate his situation, as he is ignored by the divine bureaucracy.  
 J.M. Linebarger has observed that in DS174 Henry acknowledges the difficulty of God’s 
duties: 
[God] is described as a supreme physicist, a miraculous maker of 
snow, a family counselor, and a busy judge who not only sorts out 
evil souls from the good but also sees that the good are rewarded. 
Henry complains, however, that while God busies himself with 
cataloguing ‘the bloody saints,’ Henry is left feeling lost and 
alienated. (101) 
Linebarger, while correct in his general understanding, seems to disregard the language that 
couches God’s role. Berryman’s use of mundane language deflates God’s works, and a flat 
phrase like “produces snow” undercuts what Linebarger sees as “miraculous” production. 
 Henry’s sense that divine bureaucracy ignores his suffering leads Henry to call on God in 
DS194. Henry hopes to end his suffering by “getting it over with”: “If all must hurt at once, let 
yet more hurt now, / so I’ll be ready, Dr God. Púsh on me. / Give it to Henry harder.” This song 
imagines God as a bad doctor, inflicting pain on his patients under the guise of healing their ills. 
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Henry, as suffering patient, wishes to pull the metaphorical bandage off and hasten his relief 
through immediate pain.  
 The approaches to suffering in DS174 and DS194 demonstrate the final stages of Henry’s 
relation to Job. When faced with his suffering, Job’s primary wish is for death: “Then thou 
scarest me with dreams, and terrifiest me through visions: so that my soul chooseth strangling, 
and death rather than my life” (Job 7:14–15). Henry, similarly, faces suffering with a death wish 
and a desire to end the suffering as soon as possible. As discussed earlier, Henry’s preoccupation 
(much like Job’s) is with the act of complaint itself, or the freedom to rail against one’s fate. In 
DS201, Henry again picks up this thread. 
 DS201 shows Henry beginning to grapple with the implications of his complaint against 
God. The song shows Henry confronting his precedents, finding them unable to explain his 
situation.  
  Hung by a thread more moments instant Henry’s mind 
  super-subtle, which he knew blunt & empty & incurious 
  but when he compared it with his fellows’ 
  finding it keen & full, he didn’t know what to think 
  apart from typewriters & print & ink. 
After considering Job and “his fellows,” Henry finds his own thoughts “keen & full.” The song 
documents Henry’s surprise that his “blunt & empty & incurious” ideas may hold more weight 
than they seem. Henry’s writing appears to hold the only answer to his questions of suffering. 
 This comes with a critique of alternative explanations. Henry draws a distinction between 
two responses to suffering: 
  On the philosophical side 
Butler 46 
 
 
  plus religious, he lay at a loss. 
  Mostly he knew the ones he would not follow 
  into their burning systems 
  or polar systems, Wittgenstein being boss, 
  Augustine general manager.  
The two camps, “burning systems” and “polar systems,” are represented by the philosophies of 
St. Augustine  and Austrian-British philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951), respectively. 
Augustine’s “religious side” represents fulfillment through divine revelation, whereby God 
reaches out to the individual in a loving alleviation of suffering.
9
 Wittgenstein, on the other hand, 
represents the “polar systems” through his logical reduction of the universe. Seen in his “cold” 
philosophical rigor, Wittgenstein represents a bare and logical understanding of the world. 
Berryman characterizes both of these philosophies in unflattering terms, rendering them in the 
same bureaucratic language that Henry so often uses for God: “boss,” “general manager.” Henry 
finds both of these “systems” oppressive and unsatisfying, but without them he remains “at a 
loss.” 
 Rejecting these “burning” and “polar” systems, Henry decides he must go alone. The 
close of DS201 shows Henry developing an independent system for survival: 
  A universal hollow 
  most of the other seems; 
 
  so Henry in twilight is on his own: 
  marrying, childing, slogging, shelling taxes, 
                                                          
9
 Augustine’s “burning” erotic spirituality was also addressed in this essay’s discussion of DS173. 
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  pondering, making.  
Henry’s work ethic allows him to subvert God, Augustine, and Wittgenstein. “Making” record of 
his suffering in poetry, Henry finds himself “shelling taxes” to the divine bureaucracy as he 
“slogs” at work on his songs. This statement of independence is not without its drawbacks. The 
end of the song shows Henry still at war: “with genuine difficulty he fought madness / whose 
breast came close to breaking.” Without precedent to guide him, Henry fights for his sanity 
against the divine order. But all of this leads to the culmination of a program for rebellion, 
articulated in DS238, “Henry’s Programme for God.” 
 DS238 begins with a quote from Frank Norris’s 1899 novel McTeague: A Story of San 
Francisco: “It was not gay, that life.” The quote associates Henry’s suffering with Norris’s 
despairing novel. The following lines carry an indictment against God, who has made this life 
“not gay”: 
  ‘It was not gay, that life.’ You can’t ‘make me small,’ 
  you can’t ‘put me down’ or take away my job. 
  I am immune, 
  Although it is not gay. Why did we come at all, 
  consonant to whose bidding? Perhaps God is a slob, 
  playful, vast, rough-hewn.  
Henry has become “immune” to the Joban paradigm. While Job, despite suffering, submits and 
continues to praise God, Henry has had enough of this Joban “game.” There are certain things 
that God can alter (as Henry’s previous complaints have shown), though Henry’s dignity and 
literary activities remain outside of God’s domain. Now Henry will rage against God, as 
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Berryman paints God as a “vast” and cruel child, playing with his creations by torturing them. 
This continues in the second stanza: 
  Perhaps God resembles one of the last etchings of Goya 
  & not Valesquez, never Rembrandt no. 
  Something disturbed, 
  ill-pleased, & with a touch of paranoia 
  who calls for this thud of love from his creatures-O. 
  Perhaps God ought to be curbed.  
Berryman here seems to recall Goya’s Saturn Devouring His Son. God, like Goya’s Saturn, is 
moved by paranoia to torture his creation. This image then merges with the earlier 
characterization of God as a needy child, calling for “this thud of love from his creatures.” 
Berryman takes pains to emphasize that this depiction of God is far from the realist and humanist 
paintings of Rembrandt (1606–1669) and Velázquez (1599–1660). Instead, God is aligned with 
Goya and his Black Paintings, which vividly show the darkest and most disturbing aspects of 
existence. The stanza closes with rumination on humanity’s options, as Henry thinks that this 
childish and cruel God “ought to be curbed.”  
 The final stanza fulfills the promise of the song’s title, as Henry presents his 
“programme” against God. Having suggested that God “ought to be curbed,” Henry now 
presents a way of doing so: 
  Our only resource is bleak denial or 
  anti-potent rage, 
  both have been tried by our wisest. Who was it back there 
  who died unshriven, daring to see what more 
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  could happen to a painter with such courage?  
Much as one would deny a spoiled and demanding child, Henry here suggests rejecting God’s 
paradigm of reward and punishment. Henry’s solution of “bleak denial or / anti-potent rage” 
means rejecting rescue from the God who has inflicted this suffering upon his people. As put by 
Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Ivan Karamazov, Henry suggests that we must “return [God] the ticket” to 
the afterlife. The interesting complication comes in the final three lines, in which Berryman 
explores the implications of this solution. “Dying unshriven,” or refusing confession to God, 
requires courage to face the unknown fate of the soul after death. Berryman’s question of “who 
was it back there / who died unshriven” appears to refer to Goya, who died soon after creating 
the Black Paintings which Berryman has used as a metaphor for God’s universe. The terror of 
rebellion against God is not lost on Henry, who praises Goya, this “painter with such courage.” 
 Linebarger convincingly proposes that Henry is struggling with the classic philosophical 
“problem of evil” (101). However, describing DS238’s second stanza, he states that Henry, like 
Job, is unwilling to “reject God or to curse Him and die” (101). He uses DS317’s allusion to 
Henry’s “divided soul” to support this claim, despite that song’s description of God as a 
“careless monster.” Both there and in DS238, Henry’s descriptions of God are decidedly curses 
as well as refutations of divine justice. After all, Henry states with rigidity and anger that 
“perhaps God ought to be curbed.” Henry’s refusal to die is perhaps a more convincing argument 
for this, but (as explored in the “Opus Posthumous” sequence) death provides no solace for 
Henry anyway. 
 The following songs explore the implications of Henry’s program. Henry fears that 
nothingness after death may be worse than the suffering on Earth. DS239 asks “may a niche be 
found / in nothingness for completely exhausted Henry?” Similarly, DS250 shows that Henry 
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may not be completely satisfied with rebellion: “Often I had to mutter what hurt an’ / (while 
sunsets rose in the clothes of the field of God) / what kin hurt on….” Following his realization, 
Henry remains pained and sees his “kin” hurting as well. But this contrasts with the ethereal 
relief of the “field of God,” which still provides an appealing alternative to Henry’s rebellion in 
the afterlife. 
 DS256 returns to rebellion. It shows Henry again weighing an afterlife of rest against the 
suffering of worldly existence. In the opening of the song, Henry attempts to rest, but “His 
tranquility lasted five minutes / for (1) all that undone all the heavy weeks / and (2) images shook 
him alert.” Even in attempted rest, Henry is plagued by things he has left undone and tortured by 
mental images. Despite the apparent perfect situation “on vacation / as well as Fellowship, he 
could not rest.”10 And in Henry’s tortured unrest, the interlocutor presents Henry’s worry from 
DS239 and DS250: “—Mr Bones, the Lord will bring us to a nation / where everybody only 
rest.” This counterargument spurs Henry’s refutation: 
  —I confess 
  that notion bores me dead, 
 
  for there’s no occupation there, save God, 
  if that, and long experience of His works 
  has not taught me his love. 
  His love must be a very strange thing indeed, 
  considering its products. No, I want rest here, 
  neither below nor above.  
                                                          
10
 In 1966, Berryman received a Guggenheim Fellowship for work on His Toy, His Dream, His Rest (Mariani 416). 
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Again construing God as a bureaucrat, Henry fears the boredom of the afterlife. Considering his 
own pain and suffering, Henry is suspicious of God’s “products” and thus suspicious of the 
promise of rest. Henry wants immediate results and proof of God’s love: relief here, now, in the 
world. 
 DS266 further indicts a God who promises relief, as Henry takes issue with God’s 
refutation of Job’s complaint. Henry begins by comparing himself to a spent cigarette: “Dinch 
me, dark God, having smoked me out.” Henry desires relief from his suffering (by “dinching” 
him or snuffing him out), even if it means death. This recalls Job’s aforementioned cries for 
death (particularly in Job 7:15). The second stanza takes up Job’s indictment against God: 
  Was then the thing all planned? 
  I mention what I do not understand. 
  I mention for instance Love: 
  God loves his creatures when he treats them so? 
Henry is still perplexed by God’s rough treatment of his creation: letting it suffer while 
professing love. A more terrifying thought emerges: “was then the thing all planned?” Could 
God have created humanity simply to torture it? In awe and terror at this realization, Henry begs 
to be spared: 
  Surely one grand exception here below 
  his presidency of 
 
  the widespread galaxies might once be made 
  for perishing Henry, whom let not then die. 
  He can advance no claim, 
Butler 52 
 
  save that he studied thy Word & grew afraid, 
  work & fear be the basis for his terrible cry 
  not to forget his name.  
Henry begs to be made an exception, to be saved from death. The language renders this as a plea 
for presidential pardon, returning yet again to the metaphor of God as presidential bureaucrat of 
the universe. But Henry has no basis for his plea except “work & fear”: he thinks that these 
qualities distinguish him and make him worth saving. At the close of the Book of Job, God 
responds to Job’s complaints: 
Then the LORD answered Job out of the whirlwind, and said, who 
is this that darkeneth counsel by words without knowledge? Gird 
up now thy loins like a man; for I will demand of thee, and answer 
thou me. Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth? 
Declare, if thou hast understanding. (Job 38:1–4) 
God’s argument here is based on power and fear. God criticizes Job because Job cannot know 
the full extent of His plans, as God is so powerful as to create the universe. God justifies His 
actions by His creation, and the fear that His power inspires. In DS266, Henry indeed does fear 
this unjust God, and so he simply begs to be spared from suffering and death. 
 In this way, DS266 is a plea from Henry. Rogers writes: 
In his Kierkegaardian despair, without the hope of eternal life, he 
can only plead with the chain-smoking Deity to be made an 
‘exception’ to the rule, and so avoid complete-nothingness, Sheol, 
or the very worst he might fear from death. (262) 
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Similarly, Linebarger identifies Henry’s plea to “let not then die” as stemming from exasperation 
and fear: “[Henry] does not understand this life and cannot resolve the problem of evil […] but 
he pleads for a kind of immortality, a name that will be remembered” (Linebarger 104). In this 
way, the song makes clear Henry’s desire to survive the onslaught of evil and suffering. 
 As Henry struggles with his old age in DS269, Berryman demonstrates the terrifying 
implications of Henry’s decision to shirk both heaven and hell. The start of the song shows 
Henry shaken by “Acres of spirits every single day.” But as Henry begins to fight in line 4, “with 
each Wave / further he vanished.” Henry’s diminishment leads him back “toward his friendly 
grave.” The song then describes Henry’s worries of impending death:  
while the great sky grew grey  
never to wake again while  
 
the visible universe grows older, while 
onflying stars out to my edges sail— 
the edges of what? 
Henry fears he may never again see the “great sky,” which grows grey in age with the rest of the 
“visible universe.” Line nine demonstrates Henry’s fear at the uncertainty of death, now that he 
has rejected God’s system of heaven and hell. 
 The rest of the song drives home these same themes. For instance, Henry is now his own 
boss: “Henry obeyed sometimes some strange old laws: / mostly he made his own, cupshot.” 
After a lifetime of “sometimes” following God’s laws, Henry now obeys his own (usually when 
intoxicated or “cupshot”). The end of the song continues in this vein, as “what was once called 
praise” upon God “now [is] spits & shrieks.” The end of the song shows “They,” perhaps a 
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divine presence, scolding Henry for this independence: “They say Henry’s love is well beyond 
Henry / & advise the poor man back into the tree / giving up spirits & steaks.” Henry is cornered 
again, back into a tree, denied the worldly pleasures that he so often abuses. In this way, DS269 
continues to demonstrate the difficulty of Henry’s stance.  
 All in all, Book VI of The Dream Songs tracks Henry’s shift from complaining against 
God to actively questioning Him. Over the course of the book, Berryman further describes the 
oppressive divine presence before finally pitting Henry against Him. Book VI has shown 
Henry’s refutation of God’s justice, and now Henry must face the most serious and respected 
intellectual obstacle to his acceptance of the real world: William Butler Yeats. As Book VI ends 
and Henry prepares a trip to Ireland, it is clear that Henry’s rebellion must reckon with the 
“majestic shade” of Yeats, who so often preached rejection of reality’s structures.  
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Chapter 5: The “Majestic Shade” and Moving Forward 
 
 On August 26
th, 1966, Berryman and his small family “[left] behind the country of the 
dead” (DS279) and departed for Ireland. The ten-month sojourn was funded by Berryman’s 
second Guggenheim fellowship. This journey sparked a flurry of work that would constitute 
much of The Dream Songs’ finishing touches. By September 19th, Berryman had written thirty to 
forty songs, and by November the number had grown to seventy-five (Mariani 420–427).  
Berryman’s muse clearly throve in Ireland, and while most of these Irish dream songs did not 
make it into the final volume, Berryman’s prolificacy during the trip is curious, especially 
considering the often stress-wracked composition of the rest of the songs. 
 In his biography of Berryman, Paul Mariani attributes Berryman’s poetic tenacity in 
Ireland to an obsession with confronting William Butler Yeats (1865–1939): “the main reason 
[Berryman] was in Ireland was to have it out with Yeats, his true measure, and move on” 
(Mariani 426). Having won the Pulitzer Prize in 1965 for 77 Dream Songs, Berryman finally had 
the confidence and the poetic credentials to take on the Irish “Arch-Poet.”  
 Following Henry’s battle with God in Book VI, Berryman now has Henry confront his 
next adversary: Yeats. Throughout Book VII, the final book of The Dream Songs, Yeats is a 
dominant figure. Henry dukes it out with Yeats in Yeats’s own country, as Henry claims that 
Yeats “knew nothing about life” (DS334). The two struggles of the work (against God and 
against Yeats) are parallel. Following his dismissal of God in Book VI, Henry must now seek 
other explanations of reality and suffering. In Henry’s criticism of Yeats throughout Book VII, 
Berryman best articulates The Dream Songs’ worldview: to take reality at face value and accept 
its pain and suffering.  
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Yeats directly opposes this worldview. Nobel Prize winning poet, playwright, and public 
figure, Yeats is an inescapable influence upon twentieth-century literature. Further, as the poet 
Seamus Heaney wrote:  
From the beginning of his career [Yeats] emphasized and realized 
the otherness of art from life, dream from action, and by the end he 
moved within his mode of vision as within some invisible ring of 
influence and defence, some bulletproof glass of the spirit, 
exclusive as Caesar in his tent, absorbed as a long-legged fly on 
the stream. (Heaney 104) 
Yeats firmly held the world of imagination to be the primary mode of existence. He saw all of 
reality as indicative of some greater purpose or vision, and he consistently strove to disclose the 
nature of this vision in his poetry. Further, Yeats’s constant self-mythologizing lends the poet a 
divine air.
11
 Naturally, these tendencies set W.B. Yeats up as Henry’s next antagonist. Henry, in 
all of his insistence upon mundane truth, must reckon with Yeats in order to affirm his version of 
reality.  
 Berryman, as he often acknowledged, had a consuming obsession with Yeats. Randall 
Jarrell noted that Berryman’s first full collection of poems, 1948’s The Dispossessed, seemed 
derivative of Yeats (Mariani 210–211). This is unsurprising, given how often Berryman recalled 
his brief meeting with Yeats in April 1937, when Berryman lit the iconic poet’s cigarette 
(Mariani 75). Writing about Yeats’s influence in an essay, Berryman states:  
“I began work in verse-making as a burning, trivial disciple of the great Irish poet William Butler 
Yeats, and I hope I have moved off from there” (Berryman, Freedom 323). Yeats’s influence 
                                                          
11
 This is especially seen in Yeats’s book, A Vision, which (if Yeats is a sort of God) stands as his “holy text.” The 
book constitutes Yeats’s ambitious attempt to explain the entirety of history, psychology, and literature through 
astrological “phases” and “cycles of history.” 
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clearly pervades Berryman’s early work. For instance, consider one of Berryman’s “Nervous 
Songs” in his 1947 volume The Dispossessed. “The Nervous Songs,” a ten-poem sequence, show 
Berryman’s earliest impulses toward The Dream Songs’ form and content. Each “Nervous Song” 
is a dramatic monologue, with each of the ten titles announcing the song’s respective speaker. 
The form takes the shape of a dream song, which Berryman attributes to the influence of Yeats’s 
own songs.
12
 After interviewer John Plotz specifically mentioned “The Nervous Songs,” 
Berryman acknowledged the inspiration of Yeats’s stanza: 
Yes, well, the stanza is complicated. It goes 5-5-3-5-5-3, 5-5-3-5-
5-3, 5-5-3-5-5-3—that’s the business—and it’s variously rhymed, 
and often it has no rhyme at all, but it sounds as if it rhymed. That I 
got from Yeats—three six-line stanzas. His songs don’t really 
resemble mine, but I did get that from him. It’s rather like an 
extended, three-part sonnet. (Thomas) 
Berryman is certainly correct that his own songs—both “The Nervous Songs” and The Dream 
Songs—bear no resemblance (especially in syntax and diction) to Yeats’s similarly structured 
songs. But “The Nervous Songs” do find a young Berryman engaging with many of Yeats’s 
dominant themes. 
 Yeats’s most famous poems often deal with an individual’s (usually the speaker’s) desire 
to escape a broken reality for a constructed and artificial imaginative realm.
13
 Berryman’s 
“Nervous Songs” often address a similar concern. Reproduced here is the second “Nervous 
Song,” “The Song of the Demented Priest”: 
  I put those things there. —See them burn. 
                                                          
12
 Regarding Yeats’s poem in the same structure, see 1919’s “A Song” (Yeats 139).  
13
 See 1928’s “Sailing to Byzantium” for an extremely famous example (Yeats 193).  
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  The emerald the azure and the gold 
  Hiss and crack, the blues & greens of the world 
  As if I were tired. Someone interferes 
  Everywhere with me. The clouds, the clouds are torn 
  In ways I do not understand or love. 
 
  Licking my long lips, I looked upon God 
  And he flamed and he was friendlier 
  Than you were, and he was small. Showing me 
  Serpents and thin flowers; these were cold. 
  Dominion waved & glittered like the flare 
  From ice under a small sun. I wonder. 
 
  Afterwards the violent and formal dancers 
  Came out, shaking their pithless heads. 
  I would instruct them but I cannot now, — 
  Because of the elements. They rise and move, 
  I nod a dance and they dance in the rain 
  In my red coat. I am king of the dead. (CP 49–50) 
The Song’s thematic similarity to The Dream Songs is apparent. The priest’s feelings of being 
“interfered with” can easily be placed within the Joban framework presented throughout this 
study. However, the end of the song presents an alternate view on the feeling of persecution. The 
priest (who, it should be noted, is described in the title as “demented”) envisions a group of 
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“violent and formal dancers” whom he attempts to command, but they only answer his “nod” to 
dance. It seems that Berryman’s priest, “king of the dead,” has control only over the imaginative 
dance and not the reality. In this supremely weird poem, the priest and God are far from 
“enemies” (as in The Dream Songs). Instead, God’s “dominion” seems an appealing rest, away 
from the “cold” reality the priest inhabits. By prompting the dance with his nod, the priest is able 
to rise to an imaginative status as “king of the dead.”14 The priest’s escape from reality and 
subsequent ascension as “king of the dead” indicates a Yeatsian view of reality and 
transcendence. The priest, fed up with his suffering state, looks to God to find answers. There, he 
rises to a transcendent state as “king of the dead” after spurring the imaginative outpouring of the 
dancers with his nod. 
 Typical Berrymanian elusiveness makes it difficult to connect Yeats’s poetic work with 
“The Nervous Songs.” Outside of Berryman’s own attribution of their structure to Yeats, “The 
Nervous Songs” themselves inject a hazy cloud of uncertainty and longing into the imaginative 
landscapes that Yeats so often conjured.
15
 It is useful to ascribe these differences to Harold 
Bloom’s famous theory of the “anxiety of influence.” Briefly, Bloom asserts that all poets—and 
especially those living in the modern and postmodern periods—feel an urge to distinguish 
themselves from their influences by purposefully distorting and misreading those influences. As 
Bloom himself writes regarding Berryman, “we can read through […] Berryman’s His Toy, His 
Dream, His Rest, and discover […] the toy, dream, veritable rest are [the comforts of Whitman, 
                                                          
14
 It is perhaps worth noting Yeats’s famous lines from “Among School Children”: “Labour is blossoming or 
dancing where / The body is not bruised to pleasure soul. […] O body swayed to music, O brightening glance, / 
How can we know the dancer from the dance?” (Yeats 217). The dance is indicative of the dancer’s own 
imaginative escape away from where the body is bruised (and the dance and the dancer become thus 
indistinguishable from each other). Additionally, see the “dance-like glory” of Yeats’s “Coole Park, 1929” (to be 
discussed below) (Yeats 243). 
15
 The following “Nervous Songs” also demonstrate the position I have just described: “The Captain’s Song” (CP 
51), “The Song of the Tortured Girl” (CP 52), and “Song of the Man Forsaken and Obsessed” (CP 53). 
Butler 60 
 
Eliot, Stevens, Yeats]” (Bloom 28).16 While he engages in what Bloom calls “creative 
correction” of Yeats’s imaginative vision in “The Nervous Songs,” Berryman moves to outright 
refutation of Yeats in Book VII of The Dream Songs.  
 Early in Book VII, before confronting Yeats directly, Berryman emphasizes the two 
poets’ ideological difference by alluding to Irish writer Jonathan Swift (1667–1745) in DS301. 
Yeats saw Swift as emblematic of passion and Irish character, and he accordingly elevated Swift 
as a literary and national hero, as in his loose translation of Swift’s Latin epitaph: 
Swift has sailed into his rest; 
Savage indignation there 
Cannot lacerate his Breast. 
Imitate him if you dare, 
World-besotted traveler; he 
Served human liberty. (Yeats 245) 
Yeats posits Swift as a symbol of passionate integrity, free from “savage indignation.” Yeats’s 
1930 play, The Words upon the Window-pane, also concerns Swift. A character praises Swift as 
the “the chief representative of the intellect of his epoch, that arrogant intellect free at last from 
superstition.” The play dramatizes Swift’s own personal turmoil, as the same character questions: 
“was Swift mad? Or was it the intellect itself that was mad?” Thus, Yeats also recognizes the 
divide between Swift the man and Swift the symbol. Yeats privileges Swift’s intellect and 
passion by depicting Swift’s broken and boil-covered body at the play’s close, while still holding 
up Swift as an idol and symbol (Yeats, Words 478–479). 
                                                          
16
 For further consideration of Berryman within Bloom’s “anxiety of influence,” see Jack V. Barbera’s essay “Under 
the Influence.” Barbera argues that Berryman’s unique prosody allows him exemption from Bloom’s theory. Despite 
ignoring the thematic similarities of Yeats and Berryman, Barbera stages an interesting discussion of the issue. 
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For Berryman, however, Swift is simply another man. DS301 emphasizes this fact, 
envisioning Swift as a figure “larger in stone than life” and full of human frailty. The final stanza 
of DS301 shows Swift “wander[ing] mad through the apartments” and contemplating his own 
1704 work, Tales of a Tub. Berryman’s final lines dramatize the mad Swift pulling the book 
down from the shelf, as he “was heard to mutter ‘What a genius was mine / when I wrote down 
that book.’” While Yeats transfigures Swift as an immortal standard of passion and integrity, 
Berryman emphasizes Swift’s individual reality as broken and distinct from his imaginative 
creation.  
 In DS312, Berryman finally frames his conflict with Yeats. The song again figures Yeats 
as a supernatural figure, addressing him as such in the first lines: “I have moved to Dublin to 
have it out with you, / majestic Shade, You whom I read so well / so many years ago.” The two 
poets’ relation is immediately antagonistic, as Henry wishes to “have it out” with Yeats to 
overcome Yeats’s influence. The term “majestic Shade” is Yeatsian in and of itself, reflecting 
Berryman’s acknowledgement of Yeats’s poetic mastery.17 In the following lines, Yeats is a 
divine figure commensurate with God as Henry questions his own readings of Yeats: “did I read 
your lessons right? did I see through / your phases to the real? your heaven, your hell / did I 
enquire properly into?” This anxiety over misreading places Berryman’s confrontation with 
Yeats squarely within Bloom’s aforementioned “anxiety of influence.” Henry fears in DS312 
that he has not properly followed Yeats’s metaphysics, and that if he had, Henry might be 
happier. 
 DS312 specifically praises Yeats’s “last / strange poems.” Berryman’s advocacy for 
reality in The Dream Songs specifically echoes Yeats’s stance in those final poems. See for 
                                                          
17
 Yeats uses the term “shade” (meaning “ghost”) throughout his works. A notable example is 1913’s “To a Shade” 
(Yeats 110). 
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instance Yeats’s “The Circus Animals’ Desertion,” which is one of the last works the poet ever 
composed: 
Those masterful images because complete 
Grew in pure mind, but out of what began? 
[…] Now that my ladder's gone, 
I must lie down where all the ladders start 
In the foul rag and bone shop of the heart. (Yeats 347–348) 
Yeats here finds himself returning to the “foul rag and bone shop” of reality, resigning from his 
world of “masterful images” and accepting the real and final act of death. In the scope of Yeats’s 
work, “The Circus Animals’ Desertion” acts as a fitting final chapter to a stunning poetic career. 
But Yeats’s preoccupation with the particular arc of his career, as well as his insistence upon the 
different “masks” that an individual crafts in poetry, means that his stance in “The Circus 
Animals’ Desertion” is likely a staged poetic posture rather than a genuine insistence of reality’s 
primacy. Berryman, however, seems to have taken the poem to heart, as Yeats’s “last / strange 
poems” are included in the “book or two / only” that Henry takes to Ireland in DS312.  
 As Henry grows more settled in Ireland, Yeats recurs as a thematic measure of the land. 
Berryman uses the Yeatsian motifs of “shades” and “fairies” to demonstrate why a Yeatsian 
stance towards reality is appealing. For instance, in DS313 Henry explores the “ruined castles” 
of a country “full of con-men.” Surveying this landscape, Henry finds it easy to understand 
Yeats: “The whole place is ghostly: no wonder Yeats believed in fairies / & personal survival.” 
Yeats’s imaginative escapism, finding the world around him symbolic of a greater transcendent 
purpose, counters the “ghostly” reality that Henry observes. By escaping into the imagination, 
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Yeats ensures his own “personal survival.” Henry will soon take issue with this escapism and 
confront it head on. 
 In DS331, Berryman further aligns Henry with Yeats’s pose in the late poems (like the 
aforementioned “The Circus Animals’ Desertion”). There is no indictment of Yeats, but an 
admiration of Yeats’s understanding of death. As the song opens, Henry considers his own 
legacy (especially after his dismissal of God in Book VI): “May I not be scared then of that final 
void / into which I lapse, leaving all my power / & memory behind me.” Henry’s “lapse” into the 
“final void” seems to parallel Yeats’s own return into the “foul rag and bone shop of the heart.” 
As Henry shucks his “power & memory,” he (like Yeats) will return “where all the ladders start,” 
into a place devoid of poetic imagination. However, it is also worth noting that Yeats’s return to 
the “foul rag and bone shop” is simply a return to honest and frank self-understanding. 
Berryman, while advocating the same, instead describes a “lapse” into death, the ultimate human 
reality. Regardless, Berryman stresses this parallel in the final stanza, in which Yeats is 
compared to those other artists who, as Berryman says, also accepted reality:  
  Yeats listened once, he found it did him good, 
  he died in full stride, a good way to go, 
  making them wonder what’s missing, 
  a strangeness in the final notes, never to be resolved, 
  Beethoven’s, Goya’s: you had better go to the Prado 
  Downstairs, to see on what I am insisting.  
The opening lines of the stanza refer to Yeats’s “last / strange poems” that Berryman so admires. 
In those poems, Yeats “listened” to reality and made “[the readers] wonder what’s missing” by 
shucking his own past notions of the immortal life of symbols. By comparing Yeats to 
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Beethoven and Goya, both of whom created perhaps their weirdest and most challenging work at 
the close of life, Berryman sets up Yeats as another artist who reckoned with the reality of 
death.
18
 
But Yeats’s “advocacy for the imagination” is hard to ignore. And thus Henry’s critique 
of Yeats begins in DS334. The song emphasizes the true horror of this “ghostly” country by 
summoning the memory of a controversial Irish figure: “Thrums up from nowhere a distinguisht 
wail, / the griefs of all his grievous friends, and his, / startling Ballsbridge, / our sedate suburb, 
the capital of What Is.”19 This “grievous” scene then emphasizes “What Is” over any imaginings 
that might neglect the coarseness of reality. Berryman furthers this point throughout the second 
stanza, which considers the image of Sir Roger Casement on a bank note. Casement (1864–1916) 
was an Irish revolutionary who notably joined an attempt to organize the armed revolt of 1916. 
During his trial and sentencing, the British government circulated what came to be known as the 
“Black Diaries” in the attempt to discredit Casement by portraying him as homosexual. It is 
currently understood, and seems to have been understood at the time of The Dream Songs’ 
writing, that Casement was indeed homosexual and the diaries were authentic (Laffan). 
However, Yeats repudiated the diaries and upheld Casement as a symbol of Irish resiliency and 
resistance.
20
 To Berryman, this indicates Yeats’s avoidance of reality, and he describes Casement 
as the man “about whom Yeats was so wrong.”  
                                                          
18
 Though there is little to no evidence for this claim, it is possible that Berryman alludes to Beethoven’s Gross fuge, 
Opus No. 133. The piece is famously known for being difficult and inaccessible. The allusion to Goya almost 
certainly points to his last Black Paintings (aforementioned both in The Dream Songs and this essay), which can be 
found in the Museo del Prado in Madrid, Spain. 
19
 For much of their time in Ireland, the Berrymans rented a house at 55 Lansdowne Park in Ballsbridge (Mariani 
421).  
20
 See, for instance, Yeats’s poems “Roger Casement” and “The Ghost of Roger Casement” (Yeats 305, 306). In the 
former poem, Yeats declares the “Black Diaries” to be a “forgery.” 
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 In the final stanza of DS334, Berryman lays out Henry’s argument against Yeats. 
Following the reflection on Casement, Henry stands contemplating those buried at Cemetery 
Ridge
21
: 
  Yeats knew nothing about life: it was all symbols 
  & Wordsworthian egotism: Yeats on Cemetery Ridge 
  would not have been scared, like you & me, 
  he would have been, before the bullet that was his, 
  studying the movements of the birds, 
  said disappointed & amazed Henry. 
Henry, when gazing upon Cemetery Ridge, is struck only by the inevitable pain of death. And so 
Henry criticizes Yeats’s denial of reality, the world of “What Is.” Yeats, just as he turned the 
anguished Roger Casement into a nationalist symbol, sugarcoats death. Everything symbolizes 
the transcendent, and in Berryman’s view this stance represents Yeats’s greatest fault. Henry’s 
remark that Yeats would be “studying the movements of the birds” alludes to Yeats’s poem 
“Coole Park, 1929,” in which Yeats uses the flight of a swallow to “meditate” on art’s 
permanence: 
  I meditate upon a swallow’s flight, 
  Upon an aged woman and her house, 
  […] 
Great works constructed there in nature's spite 
For scholars and for poets after us, 
                                                          
21
 It is unclear if “Cemetery Ridge” is an actual place. Berryman may allude to Dublin’s Arbour Hill Cemetery, 
where the revolutionaries of the 1916 Irish “Easter Rising” are buried (a place that would be significant for Yeats).  
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Thoughts long knitted into a single thought, 
A dance-like glory that those walls begot. (Yeats 242)
22
 
The flight of the swallow thus becomes a symbol of the “thoughts long knitted into a single 
thought,” as Yeats takes an image from the real to represent a transcendent idea. For Henry, this 
posture is both “disappointing and amazing,” as he simultaneously admires Yeats’s poetic skills 
while also feeling incredulous at and disappointed by Yeats’s neglect of reality. 
 This sentiment encapsulates Berryman’s conflict with Yeats: while Yeats stresses the 
conflation of physical reality and the transcendent, Berryman advocates taking reality as it stands 
and accepting the suffering that accompanies it. Through his confrontation with Yeats, Berryman 
is able clearly to articulate Henry’s virtues, furthering Henry’s “programme” to rid himself of 
delusion and more frankly accept the suffering of life. As Paul Mariani states, “In his own 
willingness to confront the terrifying and unadorned facts of life and death, Berryman had long 
ago moved beyond [Yeats]” (426). And so, throughout the remainder of The Dream Songs, 
Berryman explores the final implications of this worldview. Having vanquished his two most 
potent antagonists—God and Yeats—Henry now stands as a Job figure who, instead of 
questioning the justice of his condition, has come to terms with his suffering. Instead of 
passively accepting evasions of the problem, both God’s assertion of power and hierarchy as 
well as Yeats’s argument for transcendence through art, Henry now stands at a turning point. 
 The pivotal moment comes in DS366, in which Henry must confront the aftermath of his 
rebellion. Opening in standard fashion, Henry is in an Irish pub reflecting upon his new 
worldview. In particular, Henry seems distressed by the lack of consolation that stems from the 
rejection of these two dominating figures: “I forgive my enemies, especially two, / races his 
                                                          
22
 In a 1936 letter to his mother, Berryman emphatically praises the “rich simplicity” of these same lines (We Dream 
70). 
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heart, at so much magnanimity / can it at all be true?” If the two enemies are God and Yeats, it is 
clear that Henry regrets not being able to accept their worldviews. Henry’s question, “can it at all 
be true?,” demonstrates both Henry’s own distrust of his newfound “magnanimity” as well as his 
desire to evade the hard facts of reality.  
 In the second stanza, Henry’s interlocutor notices this distress and questions whether 
Henry may be suicidal. Berryman here indicates delusion’s final dissolution in The Dream 
Songs, as the personage of Henry (as proxy for the poet) begins to vanish. The interlocutor 
speaks: 
—Mr Bones, you on a trip outside yourself. 
Has you seen a medicine man? You sound will-like, 
a testament & such. 
Is you going? 
Without the comfort of either the divine or Yeatsian metaphysics, Henry is at a loss. The last 
straw to be grasped is the knowledge that he is portraying the world frankly and without 
delusion. Henry responds to the interlocutor: “—Oh, I suffer from a strike / & a strike & three 
balls: I stand up for much, / Wordsworth & that sort of thing.” The baseball metaphor shows that 
Henry is at a breaking point.  Henry “suffers” under the pressure of this moment to prove 
himself, but he reassures himself by embracing our mundane reality. Henry’s standing up for 
“Wordsworth & that sort of thing” indicates the final deflation of the heroic Job posture, as 
Berryman once again pits himself against Yeats’s transcendentalism. 
 The Poet Laureate of England from 1843 to 1850, William Wordsworth (1770–1850) is 
an obvious choice as a representative poet of reality. His greatest poems, such as Lines 
Composed a few miles above Tintern Abbey, stress the “the weary weight / Of all this 
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unintelligible world” (Norton 289). Throughout the poem, Wordsworth’s speaker seeks 
transcendence while still bound to reality:  
If this 
Be but a vain belief, yet, oh! how oft— 
In darkness and amid the many shapes 
Of joyless daylight; when the fretful stir  
Unprofitable, and the fever of the world,  
Have hung upon the beatings of my heart—  
How oft, in spirit, have I turned to thee,  
O sylvan Wye!” (Norton 289–290)  
Wordsworth (like Henry in The Dream Songs) represents a worldview that understands the 
reality of “What Is.” In these lines, Wordsworth’s speaker is bound to the suffering of “joyless 
daylight” and “the fever of the world,” but he still desires escape from this reality (turning “in 
spirit” to the “sylvan Wye” of transcendence). Yet while Wordsworth longs to reach 
transcendence in his spot above Tintern Abbey, at the close of the poem he frankly accepts his 
failure to do so as a fact of life, acknowledging that he has suffered his “genial spirit’s decay” 
(Norton 291). For Berryman, this is Wordsworth’s greatest virtue: his acceptance of reality 
“warts and all.” Naturally, Yeats was not fond of this realistic approach, and he often chided 
Wordsworth as a failed transcendentalist. In a 1915 letter to his father, John Butler Yeats, Yeats 
wrote:  
[Wordsworth] strikes me as always destroying his poetic 
experience […] by his reflective power. His intellect was 
commonplace, and unfortunately he has been taught to respect 
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nothing else. […] He is full of a sort of utilitarianism and that is 
perhaps the reason why in later life he is continually looking back 
upon a lost vision, a lost happiness. (Yeats, Letters 590) 
Yeats likely would think the same of Berryman: that he is full of a “utilitarianism” that reduces 
mankind to suffering purposelessness. 
After “lonesome Henry” strikes out in DS366’s second stanza, Berryman gives The 
Dream Songs’ thesis: “These Songs are not meant to be understood, you understand. / They are 
only meant to terrify & comfort.” Henry’s realization, after “stepping up to bat” for reality and 
“striking out,” is that there is no relief available within his worldview. The world, when stripped 
of religion or Yeats’s imaginative transcendence, offers no consolation for suffering. But, in the 
face of suffering and despair, humanity’s greatest virtue is in the recognition of its lot.  
 Berryman addresses this tough realization in the remaining songs. DS367 finds Henry 
“perplexed” in “his own warring state,” having vanquished the two enemies that provided the 
most compelling solutions to the metaphysical dilemma. This frustration and confusion over next 
steps permeates DS370 as well. Here Berryman examines the Henry persona, reckoning with his 
own insistence on a frank portrait of reality while simultaneously hiding behind Henry’s mask. 
There is “not a symbol in the place,” and so the poet emerges “naked […] in his mask.” At this 
point in the work, Berryman’s last pretense is the mask of Henry: 
  When he dressed up & up, his costumes varied 
  with the southeast wind, but he remained aware. 
  Awareness was most of what he had. 
  The terrible chagrin to which he was married— 
  derelict Henry’s siege mentality […]. 
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Awareness of reality, really all Berryman advocates, is now “most of what he had.” But with this 
awareness comes self-consciousness about his mask. Having debunked his two most formidable 
metaphysical opponents, the poet has no more use for “derelict Henry’s siege mentality.” Both 
figures, Henry and the poet himself, are now at a loss: “Leaves on leaves on leaves of books I’ve 
turned / and I know nothing, Henry said aloud, / with his ultimate breath.” Despite that last line, 
the death of Henry as the poet’s proxy is yet to come. But the anxiety of DS370 demonstrates 
Berryman’s awareness of Henry’s inherent contradiction, and with that comes the frustration that 
(despite his learning and his debunking) ultimately the theological quest of The Dream Songs has 
left the poet “knowing nothing” about the meaning of suffering. 
 This exasperation and anxiety permeates the work’s final pages. Just as the conflict with 
God left Henry unfulfilled and empty, the refutation of Yeats’s worldview provides 
Henry/Berryman no consolation. And increasingly, the line between Henry (the poetic creation) 
and Berryman (the poet) has blurred and broken down. Either Berryman has fused the mask of 
Henry with his own face or the mask is beginning to peel. In the final songs of the work, 
Berryman more directly confronts this exasperation at his conclusions while reckoning with the 
mask of Henry. 
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Conclusion: “Fell it on the start,” Resignation and the Final Dream Songs 
 
 This study has discussed at length Berryman’s Henry persona as a twentieth-century 
response to the Joban problem of human suffering. As he has moved through the world and each 
of the songs, Henry has rejected the two most convincing arguments for divine transcendence. 
Yet Henry’s quest for a more frank and unadorned understanding of life does not yield 
consolation or an explanation of suffering. Berryman’s argument in The Dream Songs for a 
realistic understanding of human suffering is an unhappy solution. In his magnum opus’s final 
pages, Berryman still strives to comprehend the meaning of suffering. In the process, the poet 
slowly fades out the persona of Henry (his last bastion of delusion) in an act of anger and then, 
finally, in the last dream song, reaches resignation. 
 DS380, titled “From the French Hospital in New York, 901,” shows Berryman/Henry’s 
grasping for a final role model. In the opening of the song, Henry makes an overture towards the 
last literary precedent he has left: Wordsworth. The first lines are direct address to the famous 
Romantic poet: “Wordsworth, thou form almost divine, cried Henry, / ‘the egotistical sublime’ 
said Keats, / oh ho, you lovely man!” These lines pay homage to Wordsworth’s realistic 
approach to the world (where Wordsworth strives unsuccessfully for transcendence) as a divine 
idea.
23
 Quoting John Keats’s description of Wordsworth in Keats’s 1818 letter to Richard 
Woodhouse, Henry ironically praises what Keats (disparagingly) referred to as the 
“wordsworthian or egotistical sublime.” Instead of using Keats’ phrase to praise Wordsworth’s 
transcendental aspirations, Berryman praises Wordsworth’s ecstatic selfhood (which Henry also 
exhibits). Emphasizing his humanity by calling him a “lovely man,” Berryman stresses that (like 
the rest of humanity) Wordsworth was merely a man. This portrayal of Wordsworth codifies The 
                                                          
23
 Berryman alludes to Wordsworth throughout The Dream Songs. In particular, he uses the idea of Wordsworth’s 
“egotism” against Yeats in DS334. Henry also claims to “stand up” for “Wordsworth & that sort of thing” in DS366 
(discussed in the previous chapter).  
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Dream Songs’ stress upon the fragility and suffering of the human state, as it praises 
Wordsworth’s understanding of reality while also embracing the Keatsian critique of 
transcendence. 
 The final dream songs tie up loose ends of the work. DS384 finds Berryman reckoning 
with the Freudian “primal scene” of his suffering, his father’s suicide. This topic figures 
throughout The Dream Songs as a crucial spur: the event that provoked these 385 songs of 
suffering. Most memorably, it is the focus of DS145, in which his father “went outdoors by my 
window / and did what was needed.” In that song, which only features the word “Henry” in its 
final line, Berryman “cannot read [his father’s] wretched mind.” If the suffering that resulted 
from his father’s suicide is what spurs Berryman’s thought throughout the larger work, DS384 
(the penultimate dream song) comes to terms with this meaningless suffering.  
 Visiting the father’s grave in DS384, the speaker of the song (who seems to be Berryman 
rather than Henry) “moans & raves” at his father’s abandonment. The speaker wishes to “ax the 
casket open ha to see / just how he’s taking it, which he sought so hard.” Berryman/Henry go to 
“check up on” the dead father, sure to find that (like all humanity) he rots in the grave. “We” 
(perhaps Henry and Berryman together) then go about exhuming the father to destroy the “primal 
scene” of Henry/Berryman’s suffering: 
  we’ll tear apart 
  the mouldering grave clothes ha & then Henry 
  will heft the ax once more, his final card, 
  and fell it on the start.  
Throughout the song, the action is performed by the speaker, “I” (“I stand…,” “I come back….,” 
“I spit…,” “I moan & rave…”). Yet Henry (and not the “I”) “hefts the ax once more” as a “final 
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card.” This again posits Henry as the agent of Berryman’s confrontation with his suffering. 
“Fell[ing the ax] on the start,” Henry proves his final usefulness while confronting the primal 
scene of the father’s suicide. In the intense imagining of DS384, the repressed rage against the 
father’s abandonment culminates in perhaps the most angry and intense song in the entire work.  
Following this moment of catharsis, the work then swoons into the sighing and resigned final 
song, DS385.
24
 
 It seems uncharacteristic that The Dream Songs, a work of such fragmentation and 
anxiety, would end on such a tender and touching note. DS385 is a sighing love song for 
Berryman’s daughter, albeit one that acknowledges and laments the stark dichotomy of reality 
and transcendence established across the preceding 384 songs. As Gary Arpin writes: “Because 
Song 385 is the last Song, virtually every word has a resonance that rings back through the entire 
volume” (“Anabasis” 5). Through these echoes, DS385 sums up The Dream Songs’ central 
problem, giving no new answers yet providing closure to the work. 
In DS385, the central description of Berryman’s daughter is “heavy.” It is obvious that 
this heaviness refers to reality’s grounded nature, as Berryman laments that his daughter might 
live in a world with no transcendental opportunities. And so the song once again indicts the 
Romantic tradition of transcendentalism. The opening lines, detailing turkeys slaughtered for 
Thanksgiving, takes a direct shot at the common image of so many Romantic poets: 
  My daughter’s heavier. Light leaves are flying. 
  Everywhere in enormous numbers turkeys will be dying 
  and other birds, all their wings. 
                                                          
24
 Despite being the last song in The Dream Songs, DS385 is not the final song that Berryman would write 
concerning Henry (nor is it the final poem in the eighteen line dream song form). There are several scattered 
throughout his later volumes, the most notable being “Henry’s Understanding” (containing a scene of Henry’s 
suicide) from Berryman’s posthumous 1972 volume, Delusions, Etc.  
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  They never greatly flew. Did they wish to? 
  I should know. Off away somewhere once I knew 
  such things. 
The image of the bird has great significance within the Romantic tradition, perhaps most 
famously embodied in Keats’s nightingale or Yeats’s swans. Unlike these transcendental avians, 
Berryman’s birds “never greatly flew” before being made into Thanksgiving dinner. Yet the poet 
also acknowledges his former status as a (quasi-) Romantic poet of transcendence, stating “once 
I knew such things.” And as the song continues, this sighing reminiscence then moves on to 
address the dead: 
  Or good Ralph Hodgson back then did, or does. 
  The man is dead whom Eliot praised. My praise 
  Follows and flows too late. 
  Fall is grievy, brisk. Tears behind the eyes 
  almost fall. Fall comes to us as a prize 
  to rouse us toward our fate.  
Hodgson, presumably “the man whom Eliot praised,” died without hearing Berryman’s praise.25 
This is Berryman’s reality at the close of the work: we suffer and eventually die, not hearing the 
little praise we may receive, reminded of death by Fall’s dying leaves, only “roused toward our 
fate” of death.  
 This realization, which is almost despairing enough to allow the “tears behind the eyes” 
to fall, sparks resentment of the uncaring universe. The song (and the work) ends: 
                                                          
25
 Ralph Hodgson was an early twentieth-century Georgian poet. He is perhaps best known for his 1924 poem, “The 
Bull.” In that poem, Hodgson’s “dreamer” leaves his world of imaginative fantasy to see birds “waiting for the flesh 
that dies” (Hodgson). This obviously aligns with Berryman’s own advocacy of realism (as well as Berryman’s 
undercutting of the Romantic bird image earlier in this same song).  
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  My house is made of wood and it’s made well, 
  unlike us. My house is older than Henry; 
  that’s fairly old. 
  If there were a middle       ground between things and the soul 
  or if the sky resembled more the sea, 
  I wouldn’t have to scold 
        my heavy daughter. 
Fated only to die, humanity has less staying power than a house. The house, “older than Henry,” 
is made by human hands yet still proves to have more longevity than the beings who created it. 
Spurred by this realization of every person’s ill-made fragility, Berryman indicts the dichotomy 
that he has spent so much of The Dream Songs considering. The poem’s final lines lament the 
lack of a “middle ground” that would not rationalize our suffering but relieve it. For if there were 
some sort of consolation between the “things” of harsh reality and the deluded immortal “soul” 
of the self, then there would be no need for the pang that accompanies Berryman scolding his 
daughter. This is also an indictment of God or perhaps the entire act of creation: “And God made 
the firmament [the sky, or Heaven], and divided the waters which were under the firmament 
from the waters which were above the firmament: and it was so” (Genesis 1:7). The song’s wish 
that the “sky resembled more the sea” is a last defiant word against a God who created the 
transcendental temptation and yet stymied humanity’s transcendental attempts.  
 But DS385’s indictment of this spiritual dichotomy does not come wrapped in the 
melodrama and intense suffering of the rest of The Dream Songs. Instead, having fought his 
battles, the poet sighs in recognition of the way things are. And he wishes that perhaps he 
wouldn’t have to endure this suffering of love: scolding his “heavy daughter.” The final line of 
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the work, “my heavy daughter,” is (unlike every other line in The Dream Songs) right justified 
on the page, drawing the reader’s eye down and across. This final poetic act, literally dragging 
the reader down to reality, represents the entire work’s project. And thus ends one of the most 
idiosyncratic and unique works in twentieth-century poetry.  
These 385 songs expose the reader to the totality of Henry’s pain as well as his often 
comical and indelible persona. Viewing Henry as a Job figure, Berryman presents Henry’s 
development across the work as an odyssey of reactions to human suffering. Confronting his 
demons along the way, including his father’s suicide, Berryman uses Henry as a gladiator against 
the most potent spiritual explanations for suffering. Henry’s holy war then provides unity to The 
Dream Songs as a modernist long poem. Digressive and fragmented in imitation of real life, the 
work nonetheless possesses a singular vision, connected through Henry’s persona and his 
insistence on metaphysical honesty. 
Advocating a realistic understanding of humanity’s worst experiences, Berryman sends 
Henry through the wringer, endowing him with all of the poet’s worst traits: alcoholism, 
depression, adultery, lust, and rage. Yet by rendering Henry a version of his own psyche (albeit 
seen in a funhouse mirror), Berryman gains the courage to tackle some of the most potent 
spiritual issues facing humankind. It is then especially harrowing that Berryman himself never 
truly escaped these demons. Despite confronting on the most obvious rationalizations of human 
suffering (and seemingly triumphing over them), there is still no substitute for consolation. 
 In a tortured and haunted human life, the poet “couldn’t rest from hell just anywhere” 
(CP 154). On January 7, 1972, Berryman leapt to his death from the Washington Avenue Bridge 
in Minneapolis, Minnesota. At his funeral three days later, there were readings from DS27 and 
DS77, among other works (Mariani 501). Yet around fifty years after its complete publication 
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and over a hundred years since Berryman was born, The Dream Songs still stands as a book 
unlike any other. It is now (and forever will be) a startling, funny, and extremely human 
document of one man’s struggle to find meaning in his own despairing station. And while we 
may have no resources other than “bleak denial & anti-potent rage” to rail against our condition 
of suffering, we are not alone in the fight.  For as long as we continue to read his songs, Henry 
will be there, fighting alongside us. 
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Abbreviations 
DS#—refers to the given number from each respective dream song 
CP—refers to Collected Poems, 1937–1971 
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